

[image: image]




PETER
SMALLEY

THE
PURSUIT

[image: Image]

Century · London




Contents

Cover

Title

Copyright

Dedication

Also by Peter Smalley



Spring 1792


This eBook is copyright material and must not be copied, reproduced, transferred, distributed, leased, licensed or publicly performed or used in any way except as specifically permitted in writing by the publishers, as allowed under the terms and conditions under which it was purchased or as strictly permitted by applicable copyright law. Any unauthorised distribution or use of this text may be a direct infringement of the author’s and publisher’s rights and those responsible may be liable in law accordingly.

Version 1.0

Epub ISBN 9781407012650

www.randomhouse.co.uk



Published by Century 2010

2 4 6 8 10 9 7 5 3 1

Copyright © Peter Smalley 2010

Peter Smalley has asserted his right under the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988 to be identified as the author of this work

This novel is a work of fiction. Names and characters are the product of the author’s imagination and any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental

This book is sold subject to the condition that it shall not, by way of trade or otherwise, be lent, resold, hired out, or otherwise circulated without the publisher’s prior consent in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition, including this condition, being imposed on the subsequent purchaser

First published in Great Britain in 2010 by Century

Random House, 20 Vauxhall Bridge Road, London SW1V 2SA

www.randomhouse.co.uk

Addresses for companies within The Random House Group Limited can be found at: www.randomhouse.co.uk

The Random House Group Limited Reg. No. 954009

A CIP catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library

ISBN 9781846052460

The Random House Group Limited supports The Forest Stewardship Council (FSC), the leading international forest certification organisation. All our titles that are printed on Greenpeace approved FSC certified paper carry the FSC logo. Our paper procurement policy can be found at www.rbooks.co.uk/environment

[image: Image]

Typeset by SX Composing DTP, Rayleigh, Essex Printed and bound in Great Britain by CPI Mackays, Chatham, ME5 8TD


For Clytie, with whom I cross the sea




 

 

 

What shadows we are, and what shadows we pursue.

(Edmund Burke, 1780)
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SPRING 1792

Lieutenant James Hayter, RN, and his wife Catherine were in the blue drawing room at Melton House, his father’s seat near Shaftesbury in Dorset, and they were discussing, with increasing hot vigour, Catherine’s late social activity.

‘Why must you harry and press me so, again and again, when—’

‘You say that you have never seen this man?’ Over her. ‘Never at any time?’

‘As I have said – not as I collect.’

‘I am obliged to say, painful though it may be to both of us, that I do not believe you.’

‘You dare to say that? You dare to accuse me of lying to you!’

‘I should not wish to, were I able to call it by another name, but I cannot. I am a plain-spoke man, and I must speak plainly now. I think that y’did see this man, at the Bell at Warminster, by arrangement.’

‘I have not been near to Warminster the entire spring!’

‘Not in April? Not then, with your friend Mrs Swanton?’

‘I have met Fanny Swanton on many occasions. She is my dearest friend. Why should not I meet her? Do you forbid even that?’

‘In course I have never forbidden any of your pleasures, when they have been above reproach, but in this instance—’

‘Above reproach! Fanny and I have been friends since we were children together. How could you begin to suggest that she—’

‘Mrs Swanton has wrote to you from Warminster, has not she?’

Catherine shot him a dark glance, then her gaze faltered and she looked away from him, disconcerted.

‘Yes, I have found it.’ James nodded, his eyes still hard on her, and he took from the pocket of his coat a folded letter, and held it up. ‘I have found the letter.’

‘You have searched through my private things?’ Again staring at him, anger and confidence returning.

‘I am your husband.’ Holding up a hand before she could continue, shaking open the letter in his other hand and glancing at it. ‘Mrs Swanton writes very favourable about him, don’t she? Mr Bradley Dight? “My dear, what a handsome fellow he is.” And then … yes, here it is: “I will see to it that you are introduced to him, when you come to me next. I know that you will like him, and he you.”’ James looked up from the page, and tilted his head a little. ‘Do you still say that you never met the fellow?’

‘When? Where? These insistent questions are very vexing. I have already told you, I do not recall—’

‘I warn you, Catherine, do not play childish games! If you did not meet him at Warminster, then you met him at Bath!’

Shaking her head, and feigning exasperation: ‘Often, when I was with Fanny at Bath – at home, or at the play, or the Assembly Rooms – we did meet a great many people, yes, both ladies and gentlemen. What could be more usual? I cannot absolutely swear that I did not meet him, nor absolutely that I did, even if Fanny wished it. And when—’

Over her, holding up a small pasteboard card: ‘Is this not Mr Bradley Dight’s calling card, left at Mrs Swanton’s house at Bath? A card you have kept hidden?’

Catherine now rushed toward him, and tried to snatch the card from his hand. He jerked his hand away.

‘Ahah! No, you don’t, madam!’

‘Well – what if I did meet him!’ Her dark eyes openly defiant now. ‘In least he is amusing, and gentlemanly!’

‘Ahh.’ Quietly, fiercely, holding the card. ‘And I am not?’

‘Not at present.’ Defiantly. ‘Not for some little time since, neither.’

‘Ahh.’ Again, with a little nod. ‘I see. I am not amusing, nor gentlemanly, nor witty, nor urbane, nor have I the easy charm of a damned foppish wastrel – not at present. But I am still your husband, and I command—’

‘You may command nothing, sir.’ Sharply. ‘You are not at sea now, snarling orders upon your quarterdeck.’ She turned her head away, her slender neck rigid with anger.

James saw the curl of soft dark hair at the nape of her neck, and was at the same moment furiously angry with her – and filled with sudden long-absent desire. A sharp breath to steel himself, and:

‘You had better tell me the truth, Catherine. Is he your lover?’

‘My lover?’ Turning on him in furious astonishment. ‘You believe that of me?’

‘What else am I to believe? Letters, and cards, and secret assignations! Am I to be made a cuckold, without a murmur of complaint!’

‘Ohh!’ Again turning away.

‘Answer me! Deny that he is your lover! Deny it to my face!’

‘I will do nothing of the kind, sir.’ Bitterly. ‘You may think what you like, now.’

‘You do not deny it! Goddamn your faithless impudence, madam!’

Without another word Catherine snatched up her bonnet from the arm of the sofa where she had laid it with her basket of fresh-cut flowers, and swept from the room. The basket slipped and tumbled to the floor, spilling blooms wide across the palmetto-patterned rug.

‘Hell and fire!’

James kicked savagely at scattered stems of flowers. He turned this way and that, took a great breath, and slowly let it out. His anger had vanished like mist on the wind, and he was left with a sour taste on his tongue, mingled with the fragrance of his wife’s cologne in his nostrils, and the heavy sweet scent of the flowers at his feet. He felt exhausted, and low in spirit. The flash of her dark eyes as she had left him, a flash of scorn and contempt, had wounded him, even as he had wounded her by his accusations. In truth he had very little against Mr Bradley Dight, beyond a single letter from a mischievous woman, a calling card hidden among gloves in a drawer, and the fact that he had indeed met Catherine – by her own admission. He had very little against him, except a poisoning suspicion. Bradley Dight was a prosperous young man who had that season taken a house at Bath; his name had been widely mentioned as one of a group of fashionable and amusing people whom society wished to acknowledge; he was much admired, it was said, by young ladies, including – presumably – Mrs Swanton. “My dear, what a handsome fellow he is.” And Catherine? He could not be certain they were lovers. Not absolutely. In fact – he could prove nothing.

James slumped down in the wide-shouldered chair by the fireplace and stared into the empty grate. It was mid-spring, and his father Sir Charles Hayter – ever acute in economy – had ordered that no fires were to be laid in any of the downstair rooms save his library, and Lady Hayter’s private parlour. The Dorset air was not chill today, yet neither was it warm. The quiet ticking of the long-case clock. The still, enclosed air of the room. James lifted his head. The tall window at the end, new green leaves pressed close, framing the panes. A coaltit fluttered briefly at the unyielding glass, and fled. Broad lawns beyond, and away in the west white clouds slowly piling, against looming blackness.

‘It will rain.’

James and Catherine had come to Melton for a fortnight, at Lady Hayter’s invitation, while minor refurbishments were carried out at Birch Cottage, their home at Winterborne Keep, south of Blandford. In truth they could have remained at Birch Cottage without inconvenience, but Catherine had wished for a change. Things had not been right between them for many months.

A year ago they had lost their only son to an outbreak of typhus, and Catherine herself had been gravely ill. Subsequent to that calamity, James was embroiled in a hazardous clandestine mission in revolutionary France, during which he had become romantically entangled with a Frenchwoman, who had later been killed, and the mission had failed. Downcast and bereft, James had returned to his ailing wife in England, and tried to find harmony and hope anew. Alas, far from achieving a renewed bond of tenderness and affection, they had drifted apart. When she had recovered her health, Catherine determined on a life of gaiety and distraction to counter the grievous loss of her son, and James – unable to match her mood, which he found frivolous and self-indulging – turned in on himself and grew increasingly morose. He became suspicious of his wife’s frequent absences at Wells, and Bath, and Lyme, and fell to questioning her at length upon her return from these excursions, and for her own part Catherine grew increasingly resentful and reluctant to answer him, and relations between them were first strained, then fractious, and at last hostile. For months now, they had slept in separate bedchambers. Both of them felt that the fortnight at Melton was their last real chance of reconciliation, yet neither was prepared to concede anything to the other, so bitter had the differences between them become. And then he had found the letter, and the card.

Now as he sat low in his chair James reflected on the overwhelming love and desire they had felt for each other in the first years of their life together, the warmth of their affection and the passion of their embraces. He thought of how they had rejoiced in the birth of their son. Of how, each time he came home from foreign service, they had rekindled the fire of their early attraction, and made it blaze again.

‘God’s love, how could we have come to this … ?’ Murmured on the quiet air.

Presently he got up on his legs, went outside and sniffed the approaching storm. A breath of cold wind cleared his head, and he became resolute.

*

‘Bring her a point closer, if y’please, Mr Loftus. If we are to board short we must make headway, you know.’ Captain William Rennie, RN, came aft to the wheel. He braced himself on the tilting quarterdeck, hands clasped behind his back.

‘Ay, sir.’ Bernard Loftus, his sailing master, turned and gave the instruction to the helmsman. HM frigate Expedient, thirty-six guns, heeled into the stiff westerly and beat close-hauled six points off the eye of the wind on the starboard tack, sails quivering taut on bowlines, and seamen of the afterguard hanging their weight on the falls to trim her to an exactitude.

‘Hold her so, just so.’ Rennie sniffed the wind, smelled rain, and: ‘The glass has not lied to us, Mr Loftus. There will be a storm of rain.’ Nodding westward, where cumulo-nimbus stood broad and tall and threatening on the sky.

‘Ay, sir. That will likely become a storm of wind.’

‘Indeed. I was of a mind to exercise the great guns today, but now I do not think so.’

‘Had you meant to fire the guns, sir?’ Bernard Loftus turned his face to leeward as a glittering smash of spray flung aft from the dipping bow and swept across the quarterdeck.

‘Did y’say fire our guns?’ Rennie ducked his own head, then lifted it, his thwartwise cockaded hat dripping. ‘Nay, Bernard, I meant merely a running-out exercise, quoins pushed. We must not waste powder in home waters, hey?’

‘No, sir, in course not.’

‘The Ordnance don’t like it, and neither do Their Lordships.’

‘No, sir.’

‘Hm. I expect you will say that I have ignored such strictures often, in the past.’

‘I have no observation to make, sir. My business is navigation, not gunnery.’

‘Hm. Hm.’ Rennie glanced at him and smiled. ‘Very wise in you, Bernard.’ Now he looked round, and frowned. ‘You said Mr Leigh had gone below very brief. Where is he?’ He meant the ship’s first lieutenant, who had the deck.

‘In truth Mr Adgett had wished me to go below, sir, but Lieutenant Leigh said that he—’

‘Adgett? What is the trouble?’

Mr Adgett was Expedient’s carpenter, and had been with Rennie since the ship’s first commission in ’86.

‘I do not know that there is any trouble, sir. I think he wished merely to show me something in the water tier. When Mr Leigh said that he—’

‘Water tier?’ Rennie’s affable demeanour had disappeared. ‘If I know anything about Mr Adgett, that is his way of saying there is a leak. Christ in tears, did not the damned dockyard men tell her off to us as sound? What was they about all these last weeks, when they had her shored up in the bloody dry dock?’

‘I am nearly certain Adgett would have told me if there was a leak, sir. With your permission I will jump below at once, and—’

‘No no, Mr Loftus, y’will remain on deck, if y’please, and con the ship. I will go into the hold myself.’

‘Very good, sir.’ Stiffly, gripping a backstay as the bow dipped deep in a sudden trough, and the sea thudded in heavy under the cutwater. An explosion of spray across the forecastle.

‘You there, Mr Foster!’ Rennie, to one of the duty midshipmen.

‘Yes, sir.’ The boy attended him, removing his hat.

‘Find my steward and tell him that I want a can of tea directly. Steaming hot, say to him, with a splash of rum in it. Jump now.’

‘Ay, sir.’ The boy departed at a run, dropped his hat, retrieved it, and fled down the ladder.

There was no leak. Mr Adgett had merely been overcautious in drawing their attention to a modicum of water in the well, which he believed might possibly have come from leaking water casks.

‘What made ye think the casks had been damaged, Mr Adgett, good God?’ Rennie asked him in the glow of lanterns. ‘There is no sign of any damage at all, man.’ Glancing at Lieutenant Leigh, who nodded in confirmation.

‘No, sir.’ Mr Adgett. ‘But as I say, there is always the possibility of it, when there is more in the well than we would like. Either that, as I say, or a leak forrard. Which we has had in the past, sir, as you will be aware.’

‘Yes yes – what is the depth of water in the well today, Mr Adgett?’

‘Well, sir, it ain’t above a foot, but that—’

‘A foot only?’ Another glance at Mr Leigh, who gave an apologetic shrug.

‘Yes, sir, yes.’ Mr Adgett gave a little exasperated sigh. ‘But we was near dry when we weighed at Spithead, and even if it is only a foot now, what will it become if we continue to beat west into the wind, with a storm approaching?’

‘Yes, yes, well well, very good, Mr Adgett.’ A sniff. ‘You did right to draw it to Mr Leigh’s attention. But we will not allow ourselves to grow timid our first day at sea, hey? We must find out how she handles after the large repair, and shake her down in all distinctions. Water will get into a ship, Mr Adgett, when she puts to sea after a long absence, that is inevitable. That don’t mean she is suffering serious indisposition. It is entirely usual, and I am at my ease about twelve inches in the well, today.’

‘Yes, sir. Thank you.’ Another sigh, scarcely audible.

‘We will go on deck, Mr Leigh, wear ship, and run before.’

‘Very good, sir.’ Following the captain to the orlop ladder.

As they ascended, Rennie: ‘Backstays, Mr Leigh. That is what concerns me.’ Over his shoulder. ‘I shall say a word to Tangible. Backstays, and vangs, and the driver boom sheets.’

‘You wished me to remind you about gunnery, sir.’ As they came on deck, into the bracing saline air.

‘Yes, Mr Leigh, so I did. I have changed my mind. We have enough to do today without we—’ A terrible frown. ‘That man, there! Make fast that loose swinging block, before it carries away someone’s head!’ Striding aft from the waist ladder. ‘Mr Tangible! Mr Tangible! – Where is my boatswain when I want him!’

‘Stand by to wear ship!’

Mr Leigh stood at the breast-rail and bawled a series of commands through his silver speaking trumpet, which caught and reflected a flash of sunlight through the towers of canvas as he turned forrard. Expedient lost way, pitching on the increased swell, swung wide by the stern to face east, the sea lacing and seething along her wales, and caught the following wind. Soon she was sailing away from the storm, flying fair and true across the broad-rolling, wind-beaten sea at better than eleven knots.

At seven bells of the afternoon watch, Expedient tacked north round the Foreland of the Isle of Wight, and beat nor’-nor’-west to her mooring number at Spithead, making her signals. The flagship HMS Vanquish, one hundred, acknowledged.

Heavy rain was falling as Captain Rennie went ashore in his launch, wrapped head to foot in his new boat cloak. He went alone, leaving Lieutenant Leigh in command of the ship. As Rennie had gone down the side ladder he had called up to Mr Leigh at the rail:

‘Anchor watches, Mr Leigh, and make it your business to keep the middies on their toes, you and Mr Loftus both. The wind may well increase overnight. You will need to double-breech your guns. Say so to Mr Storey. I shall return on the morrow, before the noon gun, and take divisions.’

‘Ay, sir.’ His hat off and on, making his obedience. Rennie had already given him these instructions, but Lieutenant Leigh had come to know that his captain was not a man to leave anything to chance, or misinterpretation, at sea.

‘And Mr Leigh …’ Rennie, calling up from the stern sheets of his boat.

‘Sir?’

‘Defaulters, too, hey?’

‘Very good, sir.’ Again making to lift his hat, and then merely touching it. Good heaven would the man never give his officers any credit for their intelligence and sense of discipline? Had he no regard for their experience and knowledge of the sea, and ships, and men? A sigh, and he sent a boy to find the gunner Mr Storey. Presently Mr Storey came on deck, wiping his hands free of blacking with a piece of cotton waste.

‘You wished to see me, sir?’ Ducking his head against the rain.

‘No, not really, Mr Storey. You know what to do, in all particulars. But I must enter in my journal that I have spoke to you about the double-breeching, else I shall be found wanting should the captain ask to see what I have wrote. You know what he is, hm?’

A nod, a little pursing of his lips. ‘I do, sir, indeed. Shall we say that you has told me that due to adverse weather we must by all means – without fail – double-breech our great guns, and shroud the flintlocks.’

‘By God!’ In mock alarm. ‘I had nearly forgot that! The flintlocks!’ A nod, a chuckle. ‘Thankee, Mr Storey, you have saved my life.’

Mr Storey went forrard to see about the double-breeching, and Lieutenant Leigh went below to look at the defaulters’ book, shaking his head and smiling to himself.

Ashore Captain Rennie stepped on to the Hard from his launch, sent the boat back to the ship, and made his way to the Marine Hotel, where he expected to find his wife Sylvia. She had not arrived, and he was at first puzzled, and then downcast. To the head porter:

‘The coach did not come, last night?’

‘Oh, yes, sir. It did come, all right.’

‘But my wife was not among the passengers?’

‘No, sir.’

‘There was no message, no written note, or anything, with the coachman?’

‘No, sir. Not as I am aware of.’ Shaking his head with dignity and sympathy in equal measure. He was very familiar with this sort of thing.

‘Ah. Hm. Very well, thankee. I will just go up and write a letter. I will ring presently, when I want a boy to take it up to the George.’ The mail coach departed from the George Hotel in the High Street.

‘Very likely Mrs Rennie will be on the coach from London this evening, sir.’

‘Yes … yes, very likely. I hope so.’ And he climbed the stair to his room. Captain Rennie kept a room at the Marine Hotel so that when he was in Portsmouth and could live ashore, his wife could join him from their home at Middingham in Norfolk, in order that they should not be apart unnecessarily. For the past month, while Expedient had been undergoing large repair at Portsmouth Dockyard, Sylvia had been detained at Norwich by the illness of an elderly cousin, who had since recovered, and she had lately written to say she would at last be coming to Portsmouth. Rennie and his wife were very fond. They had both been widowed, and by happy chance had found each other before life could attach them to that sad race of beings – the lonely.

However, he was not writing a letter to his wife today, but to the Lords Commissioners of the Admiralty in Whitehall. Certainly he hoped that his wife would join him late tonight, but in the meanwhile he had important business. He threw his boat cloak over the back of a chair, shrugged out of his undress coat, and settled at the writing table in the corner by the window in his shirtsleeves. Presently, as he found quill pen and ink and drew a sheet of paper before him, there was a knock at the door. A frown.

‘Yes?’

The knock was repeated. Rennie sighed, rose from the table and went to the door. Opened it, and:

‘Ah. It is you, is it?’ Not with joy.

‘And good day to you, Captain Rennie.’ Mr Brough Mappin gave Rennie a polite half-smile, and raised his eyebrows a fraction. He had already removed his hat, and stood waiting, lean and dapper and at his ease in dark grey silk coat and waistcoat, his shirt and stock snowy, and his silver-buckled shoes discreetly gleaming. His hair was cut and arranged to flatter the shape of his head. From his fob pocket hung a neat little seal. Everything about him said that here was a dandy, a man of the coffee houses and gaming clubs and salons of London, given to witticisms, and elegant compliments, a social diplomatist with just a hint of the rake, and much admired by the ladies. It was an appearance he took great trouble to cultivate. In his other hand he held a silver-capped ebony cane. Rennie frowned at him.

‘I am – just writing a letter, you know.’

‘Even so, I wonder if you will spare me one moment of your time? Or even two?’

‘Oh, very well.’ Stiffly, stepping aside to allow Mr Mappin into the room. Then, unstiffening a little: ‘I hope y’will not think me unwelcoming. Sea officers are apt to sound blunt-spoke, ashore, and brusque-seeming. That was not my intention, sir.’

‘Thank you.’ Mr Mappin stepped down the room, and turned. ‘A pleasant view, even in wet weather.’ Nodding toward the casement, which overlooked the glistening cobbled street, and the rainswept darkening harbour beyond.

‘They know me here. They are very accommodating, always.’

‘Ain’t that their business?’ Mildly.

‘Eh?’

‘To accommodate. This is an hotel, after all.’

‘Ah. Hm. Just so. Erm, how may I serve you, Mr Mappin?’

‘You said you were writing a letter, Captain Rennie. To Their Lordships, perhaps?’

‘I hardly see how that concerns you, Mappin, you know.’ Again stiffly.

‘Come now, Captain Rennie. We have had dealings in the past, you and I. We know each other tolerable well, I think.’

‘It was, as you say, sir – in the past. Now, today, I am a serving sea officer and nothing more. Your connections in London are not mine, and never will be again.’

‘You are quite certain of that?’

‘Quite certain, thankee. I have accepted my present commission in Expedient on the strict understanding that never again will I, nor my officers, be plunged unknowing into wickedness and foolishness abroad, in pursuit of fanciful notions invented by political men. Men acting behind, in shadow and deceit.’

‘And does that include the Prime Minister?’

‘I will not engage in this. I will not debate and dispute with you, Mappin. My position could not be plainer. If you must know, I am writing to Their Lordships today to inform them that I am at their disposal, now that my ship has been released by the dockyard after undergoing large repair. Repair, I may say, occasioned by inimical activity I undertook at your behest, all in vain. Well well, never again, sir. I have Their Lordships’ assurance as to that, firm and secure.’

‘Ah, have you? Then perhaps I waste my time, today.’

‘There is no perhaps. You do waste your time.’ Lifting his chin.

‘On t’other hand, you know, Captain Rennie – if I was you I should not bother to write the letter quite yet. Not quite yet, until you have heard me out.’

‘Nothing you could say to me will in any way change my position. Must I repeat it? You are wasting your time, sir.’ A sniff, and an irritated little shake of the head. ‘And you are contriving to waste mine.’

‘Two thousand pound.’ Another glance out of the window, then he turned his gaze again on Rennie. The half-smile.

‘I don’t understand you, Mr Mappin.’ Curtly.

‘D’y’not? Two thousand pound sterling of money, in specie.’

‘Pfff.’ Rennie returned to his desk, banged out his chair and sat down, and took up his quill.

Mr Mappin waited, patiently waited, and when Rennie turned his head irritably at last, and said:

‘Are you still here, sir?’

Mr Mappin nodded politely, put his hat and cane on the settee, and drew from the inner pocket of his coat a folded document. There was no seal, Rennie noted.

‘May I read to you from this paper?’ Waving it briefly.

‘You may not.’

Ignoring him, and opening the fold: ‘Oh, well, I need not trouble you with all the intricacy of language.’ Glancing at the paper. ‘The Whitehall clerks will have their way, in all such official utterance. Prolixity is their bread and butter. What it says, in little, is that if you will sign your name on the paper, 2,000 of money is yours.’

‘I want no part of such idle bloody nonsense.’

‘It ain’t idle, Captain Rennie, you know. Nor nonsense, neither. It is plain fact, wrote out.’ And again he held up the document. No seal, and no signature.

‘Did not y’hear me, sir?’ An exasperated, dismissive sigh.

‘Are not you curious, even a little, as to what you are asked to accomplish for this payment?’

‘I am not.’ Curtly.

‘I feel it my duty then – before you refuse absolute – to acquaint you with—’

‘Mr Mappin!’ Angrily, turning in his chair. ‘You will cease these blandishments at once, or know the consequence!’

‘Consequence?’ A bemused frown. ‘That sounds very like to a threat. My dear fellow, I am trying to help you.’

‘No, sir, no! You are not!’ Getting up. ‘You are attempting to importune, and to suborn, and I will have none of it! Go away now, will you!’

‘I do not think I can. I would be failing in my obligation to you if—’

‘Mr Mappin!’ Holding up a hand, breathing forcefully through his nose. ‘You have said that we have had past dealings, and that is true. They was wholly inimical to me, to my ship, and to a great many of my people. They cost shame and humiliation, they cost suffering, they cost lives, sir. – Be quiet! – When I accepted this new commission I was given absolute and unconditional assurance that my duties would be entirely naval in nature, in waters close to home. The protection of coasts, and sea lanes, the general oversight of the eastern shores of England, necessary to the nation’s interest in these or any other days – necessary but dull. And do you know, I welcome such opportunity. I wish to be a very dull fellow indeed, because by God I have earned that right. To go to sea without the smallest possibility of excitement, nor upset, nor alarum, is a delight to me, sir. I crave tedium, I embrace monotony, I love to be dull more than anything in the world. More than gold.’ Again holding up a hand as Mr Mappin began to interject. ‘More than any bribe or temptation you could offer me, however grand, however glittering, nor tremendous, nor astonishing. And now I will like to sit down and write my letter to Their Lordships, vouchsafing the intelligence that my ship is repaired and ready for sea, and that I await my final instructions. Good day t’ye, Mr Mappin.’ A sniff, and he sat down and once more took up his pen.

And Mr Mappin, being not unintelligent, saw that for the moment he had better retreat, since no good would come of pressing Rennie further today. The matter he had in mind was urgent, but could be postponed a short time – a few days. Mr Mappin folded up the document, returned it to the inner pocket of his coat, took up his hat and stick, bowed, and:

‘Your servant, sir.’

‘Servant.’ Rennie did not even look up as Mr Mappin departed.

*

Lieutenant Hayter stood by the slipway at Mr Redway Blewitt’s private shipyard at Bucklers Hard, on the Beaulieu River in Hampshire, on a warm afternoon. Gulls turned and wheeled overhead, floating south toward the mouth of the estuary. The tide was low, and the smell of fishy mud lay heavy on the air. Mr Blewitt stood beside the lieutenant, a clay pipe fixed in his big yellow teeth.

‘Yes, sir, yes. Last time you was here, I repaired your cutter.’

‘Ay, the Hawk. But I do not come here today about cutters, Mr Blewitt.’

‘No, sir, as you said in your letter, you have a mind to purchase the Firefly.’ He nodded at the small merchant brig that lay shored up at the top of the greasy slip. ‘Her coppering is near complete. That had to be undertook, come what may. It will be done by the end of this week. Saturday forenoon, in fact.’

‘Excellent. And how long until her standing rigging is rove up?’

‘Hold fast a moment, Mr Hayter.’ He puffed at his pipe. Blue smoke wreathed his head. He removed the pipe and jabbed the stem at the brig. ‘There Firefly lies, naked except for her lower masts, and there she will remain, sir, without further moneys lavished upon her … unless you was certain of your intention.’ Replacing the pipe. ‘Which I would oblige you to confirm with your deposit of ninety pound, the remainder of the whole – 810 pound – to be paid in full by month’s end. Those are my terms.’ Another puff. ‘Well, now. Are you certain, sir?’

‘I am, Mr Blewitt.’ He gave into the shipwright’s hand a tied leather purse heavy with coin.

‘That is well, sir. That is very well indeed.’

They shook hands.

‘Will not you count the money, Mr Blewitt?’

Mr Blewitt puffed his pipe, and hefted the purse in his hand, making the coins chink, then he drew open the top and peered in. Presently:

‘It feels like ninety pound, sir. It sounds like ninety pound. And it looks like ninety pound. Therefore I am certain that it is ninety pound.’

‘Very good. I shall return on Saturday at noon, when the standing rigging will be complete, and her copper. Hey?’

‘That it will, sir. My rigging crew will begin the work at once.’ A nod, a puff, and he held up the purse and shook it.

James made his way to the water’s edge, clambering over greasy slip timbers, to where his wherryman waited in the boat. A final wave to Mr Blewitt, and James went aboard and settled himself on a thwart. He clutched at his hat as a rippling breeze came down the estuary, and:

‘Give way, there. And row dry, if y’please, I have no boat cloak today.’

‘Yes, sir.’ The wherryman fitted his oars into the thole pins, and bent his back. As they progressed into the broadness of the river, James:

‘I will add a shilling if we arrive at Gosport by five o’clock.’

A grunt. ‘I will do my best, sir, but that is a good twelve mile, and I cannot guarantee it.’

‘It is a pity we cannot step a mast and bend a sail in this boat. That would aid us greatly.’

‘A light little boat such as this could never wear canvas with safety, sir. We should likely fall down in the first gust of wind on open water, and be drowned.’

‘Hm, no doubt. – Two shillings, then, above the agreed fare, if you put me ashore at the Haslar wharf by five o’clock.’

Another grunt. ‘I will do my best. That is all I can say.’

James had an appointment at the Haslar Hospital with Dr Stroud, the eminent physician and disciple of the great Dr Lind. These two medical men had instigated between them a regime for the Royal Navy – now beginning to bear fruit – of both rigidly maintained cleanliness between decks, and the regular addition of anti-scorbutics to the diet of seamen. In those ships where this regime was followed a notable improvement in the health of the people had been observed, most particularly in the elimination of scurvy.

James’s concern today was not scurvy, or the health of sailors in general, but the condition of one man, his old friend and shipmate Dr Thomas Wing. Dr Wing had been surgeon in Expedient since her first commission, when James had joined the ship as first lieutenant under Captain Rennie. Dr Wing – himself a pupil and follower of Dr Stroud – had been a success in Expedient from his first days aboard. He and James had seen much of the world together, and bitter bloody action on several occasions, and James had been saddened to hear, only a fortnight ago, that his friend was laid low at the Haslar with a serious illness. He determined then to visit him, and cheer him if he could, and do him any service he was able. He had written to Dr Stroud, and the physician had replied, naming the date and time James should call.

The wherry reached the wharf at twenty minutes past five, and James was at first not minded to pay the wherryman the extra two shillings, but when he saw that after twelve effortful miles the man’s face was haggard and filmed with sweat, he relented and gave him the full amount.

He came to the hospital gate at half past five, was admitted, and a moment after was received by Dr Stroud. The doctor was tall and lean, his rimless spectacles and close-cropped grey hair lent his face austerity and severity, and he could have made a forbidding figure. The warmth and liberality of his character gave the lie to this appearance; his smile was full of welcome.

‘My dear Lieutenant Hayter, come in, come in.’ Beckoning him into his private office. ‘I am right glad to see you looking so hale.’

Dr Stroud had treated James for wounds a year or two before, after a savage encounter in the Channel between his cutter and a smuggler. James did not linger over reminiscence.

‘How is Thomas, Doctor?’

A sigh, and a little grimace, that the doctor quickly made into a smile. ‘He is much improved, Mr Hayter, I think.’

‘He is – he is not mortally ill?’ Alarmed by that sigh.

‘The disease has greatly weakened him, and recuperation may be protracted, but he improves every day.’

‘What is the nature of the illness?’

‘It was a fever, a peculiarly pernicious fever. For nearly a month he was very ill indeed, and then by a miracle he began to rally. In course we kept him in strict quarantine, in an upper room where the air might penetrate and aid his recovery. Clean sea air can work wonders, you know. Well, but in course you do know, when you have spent so long in ships. But fever is a troublesome thing, a fickle and spiteful thing, and just when you consider that a patient is mending – he is gone in the space of an hour. Thomas nearly did depart permanent, upon two occasions, the last not above a week ago. He has rallied again, and I am very hopeful, but he is skin and bone – having eaten next to nothing for weeks – and there was little enough of the poor fellow when he was healthy and strong.’ A grim chuckle, and another sigh. ‘You will be very shocked by his appearance, I think, but you must not show it.’

Dr Stroud led the way from his office to a separate wing, and up the stone stair to the quarantine quarters. Over his shoulder:

‘Very likely he is no longer a risk to others, but we must ever be vigilant in fever cases. I will prefer that you refrain from proximate conversation, and ask that you talk across an intervening space. You apprehend me?’

‘Yes, Doctor, I understand you.’

Dr Stroud opened the door at the end of a long passage, and James saw a wide, whitewashed room, empty except for a narrow bed by the open window. Dr Stroud called across the room:

‘Thomas … I have brought an old friend to see you.’

The covers of the bed moved, and a tiny figure was revealed, the head on the bolster turning toward the door. The figure was so obviously frail, and the effort of turning so severe, that even that small movement seemed to exhaust him. The face was sallow, the eyes and cheeks sunken, the teeth and jaw showing through the taut skin.

‘Who is it … ?’ The familiar voice, with its familiar precise enunciation, was today so weak it was little above a washing whisper.

James instinctively began to move toward his friend, but Dr Stroud seized his arm and restrained him. Pointed to a red chalk mark on the floor halfway to the bed, and:

‘That is the demarcation line. Please not to go beyond it.’ Sotto voce.

‘Very good, Doctor.’ Also very quietly. ‘May I talk to him?’

Dr Stroud nodded his approval, and James moved to the red mark. ‘Thomas, can you hear me, old fellow? I am here.’ The smell came to him now, at first faint, and then sharper and stronger – the stale ammonia reek of urine combined with foul breath to produce a wafting miasma that seemed to hang above and about and just beyond the bed. James suppressed an impulse to retch, swallowed and made himself determined.

‘Thomas? It is James.’

The sunken eyes focused on James, and slowly recognition came there. A croak of breath, and another little heave of the covers.

‘By God … hhh … it is really you … James Hayter …’

‘Ay, Thomas. I have come to revive you, you know, and get you up on your legs. You have lain abed too long. I have a job of work for you – if you want it.’ As soon as he had said the words he was ashamed of himself for his attempt at jocularity. Mock heartiness and banter would not do here. The response surprised him.

‘Then do not hang back. Come close by me, and tell me all about it.’ And the sick man raised a thin arm and beckoned. When James hesitated, glancing over his shoulder toward Dr Stroud, Thomas Wing slapped feebly at the covers, and:

‘Damnation … hhh … I am not a contagion on mankind … In spite of what my colleague Dr Stroud may have told you … the fever has died off, and I will soon be hale … Come by my bed and cheer me up, now, will you, James? Tell me what work you have for me.’

James did not glance again at Dr Stroud, but heard him sigh his assent, and moved beyond the red line to the side of the bed. The smell there was very penetrating, and he had to breath through his mouth to avoid the gagging reflex. When the sick man held out his hand James felt obliged to take it, and grip it gently, for fear of crushing the bones. To his surprise the hand was not feverish hot, nor even warm. It was, on this mild early evening, porcelain-cold.

‘I have bought a ship, Thomas, and I would like you – when you are quite well, in course – to act as surgeon in her. That is, if you have a mind to.’

‘D’y’mean … that it is a private ship? A merchant vessel?’

‘Ay, that is what I mean, exact.’

‘You have resigned from the navy?’

‘It is a long story. I will tell it to you another day.’

‘Oh, but I should … hhh … to hear it now …’ A rattling breath.

James heard Dr Stroud clear his throat from near the door, and he smiled at the diminutive figure in the bed, that was like an ancient child in its cot, and shook his head.

‘Nay, Thomas. When you are well again – when you are strong.’ He patted the cold hand in what he hoped was a kindly gesture, a touch of brotherly love, and continued:

‘You will in all likelihood wish to join Captain Rennie in Expedient again. I know that he has got a new commission in her. But if by a happy chance you found yourself free of naval duty – happy for me – then I would like it very much if you would come to me in Firefly.’

‘Firefly. Yes, a pretty name. Well, Captain Rennie has not asked for me, and I am ready to go to sea with you, certainly, James. Only tell me when, and I shall come.’

Dr Stroud cleared his throat behind James, and said:

‘You remember, Lieutenant, that we must meet that other gentleman at six o’clock. It is nearly that now.’

This was Dr Stroud’s signal that his patient had had enough excitement for one evening, and must now be allowed to rest. James made his farewells at the bedside, and rejoined the physician at the door. As Dr Stroud began walking away down the long passage, James turned a last time to wave to his friend, and was dismayed to see tears in Thomas’s eyes, that spilled down his cheeks as he lay back mute against the bolster and stared up at the white featureless ceiling.

‘Christ’s blood, he is dying – and knows it, poor wretch.’ Not aloud.

He followed Dr Stroud. At the foot of the stone stair he caught him up.

‘It cheered him to see you, Mr Hayter.’

‘I think he will not recover his health.’ Not a question, very subdued.

‘We must never despair of him. We must never give up hope.’ Sharply.

‘Nay, nay, you are right, sir.’ Looking at him. ‘We must always wish him well.’

‘I have known Thomas since he was a boy. He came to work in the hospital as a porter, and because of his very small stature I thought he hadn’t the strength for such arduous labour. I was proved wrong entire. He was strong as an ox, with a mind as keen and sharp as a scalpel. I trained him from the beginning, you know, I taught him everything, and am now proud to call him “colleague”. While I have breath I will never abandon his care.’

‘And in course I should feel the same, in your shoes, Doctor.

He is my greatly valued friend, also, and I—’

‘I will save his life, you may depend on it.’ A vigorous nod.

Dr Stroud came with James to the gate, a hand on his shoulder. ‘Come again as soon as you are able, will you? Tomorrow?’

‘Yes, tomorrow.’

‘It lifts him so to see old friends, even if they cannot stay overlong. Well, you saw that, hey? You saw how he responded.’

‘Good evening, Doctor.’ They shook hands again.

‘Goodnight.’

James came away to the wharf, deep in his thoughts, and sad, found a boatman free, and had himself rowed across to Portsmouth Hard.

As he stepped from the boat there was another boat just coming ashore, a naval launch, the seaman in the bow jumping into the shallows. James saw the officer in his thwartwise hat and boat cloak, moving forward from the stern sheets to step ashore, and was about to turn away and walk up the shallow slope, then paused. And turned back. At the same moment the officer in his boat cloak looked over at James, and together:

‘Good God, James!’

‘Is that you, sir! Good heaven!’

In ten minutes they were sitting in the small parlour at the Marine Hotel, Rennie drinking tea and James drinking coffee.

‘I must chide you, James.’ Not severely. ‘Y’never replied to my letters, dear fellow. I had hoped we might serve together again. You knew I had got a new commission in Expedient, I expect?’

‘Yes, sir, I did know. Congratulations, by the by. And I am very sorry that I did not take time to reply to your letters. I have had … there have been certain difficulties of late.’

‘D’y’mean with Their Lordships? Then you must allow me to intervene in your behalf, and—’

‘No, sir, it ain’t the Admiralty. Nothing to do with Whitehall.’

‘What, then? Perhaps I may be able to help you. If I can I certainly will.’

‘That is kind in you, sir, very kind – but I fear that these are matters of a personal nature.’

‘Ah.’

‘I must resolve these things by myself. They are troubles all of my own making, d’y’see?’

‘Well well, I am very sorry to hear it, James.’ Rennie was anxious to know more, but at the same time he did not wish to pry. He sucked down a mouthful of black tea, and was silent a moment, then:

‘Catherine is now quite well? She has recovered her health, and her spirits?’

‘Yes, yes, she is fully recovered, thankee.’ He said it in such an emphatic way that Rennie was at once alerted to the difficulty James had spoken of.

‘And is she with you at Portsmouth?’

‘Nay. Nay. Catherine is at Shaftesbury, just at present.’ Looking down into his cup.

‘Ah. Hm.’ Another swallow of hot tea, and Rennie changed the subject. ‘What brings you to Portsmouth, James? I see you ain’t in uniform, but then you was never inclined to wear even an undress coat if you was not absolutely obliged to.’

‘I have bought a brig.’

‘Eh?’ Rennie stared at him. ‘Yes, I have bought her off Mr Blewitt, at Bucklers Hard. She is called Firefly.’

‘You have bought a brig!’

‘I have, sir. I intend to become a merchant master.’

‘Merchant master . . .?’

‘You stare at me as if I was the worst kind of villain, sir. It is a perfectly respectable thing, ain’t it, for a sea officer to go into the merchant service when the navy has no further use for him?’

‘No further use for you? I cannot believe that! I refuse to believe it! We was both assured that we would be favoured, after the sufferings we endured our last commission, and I—’

‘You forget that I held no commission in Expedient during our last venture, sir. I was employed by the Secret Service Fund.’

‘Yes, that damnable bugger Mappin!’

‘Oh, I don’t blame Mappin for anything. I accepted his offer readily enough, after all, and his money. And is he a bugger? D’y’know that for a fact? He may be many things, but I doubt that he is a sodomite.’

‘He is worse, the fellow. He thrives upon deceit and trickery and sharp practice, with the slippery cunning of the viper, and the honeyed words of the pimp.’

‘All in the nation’s interest, I expect he would say.’ With a shrug.

‘I am in no doubt that he would. It don’t make him an honourable fellow, all the same. I cannot bear him, the preening wretch, skulking about.’

‘Skulking about? D’y’mean – he is here, in Portsmouth?’

‘I do. He had the effrontery to come uninvited to my room in this very hotel, and to attempt to bribe me.’

‘When? And why? What did he say?’

‘Never mind him, he don’t matter. I sent him away right quick.’

‘Ah. So you do not know, then, why he tried to bribe you?’

‘Nay, I don’t, and don’t want to, neither.’

‘Was it a large sum?’

‘What?’ Frowning.

‘That he offered you, sir.’

‘I am surprised y’would ask me that, James. The fellow is a wretch and a scoundrel, as we both know to our cost. Was it one guinea, nor an 100,000, my answer would be the same.’

‘Hm. By the by, I had just come from the Haslar when we met. I had been to see Thomas there.’

‘Thomas Wing? So he is at the Haslar, is he, assisting Dr Stroud, as of old? I wrote to him about the new commission, but he never replied. You are both very poor correspondents, James, you and the doctor, and I ought—’

‘No. No.’ James, shaking his head. ‘He does not assist Dr Stroud, sir.’

‘Then . . .?’ Noting James’s subdued tone, and peering at him closely. ‘You do not mean, I hope, that Thomas is a patient?’

‘Yes, he is very ill in the quarantine quarters. Dr Stroud has every hope that he will recover – but I fear it may be touch and go.’

‘That is sad news indeed.’ Putting down his teacup. ‘Y’said quarantine. That means fever, I expect.’

‘Yes, fever. Dr Stroud permitted me to go into the quarters to see Thomas. His appearance was very shocking to me. He is skin and bone, and no colour in his cheeks. When I touched his hand there was no hint of fever present. It was deathly cold. And his voice – in usual, you remember, so strong and clear – was so weak I had to bend down to the pillow to hear him.’

Rennie was silent a moment, looking away down the room, then: ‘I must go there myself, James. I should have gone there long since, had I known of this.’

‘I am going there again tomorrow, myself. We could go together. I am sure it will lift Thomas up to see two old friends and shipmates.’

‘Let us go together in my launch. It comes for me at the Hard well before the noon gun each day. We will make a detour to see Thomas at Gosport, and then I should like you to come with me to Expedient and join me in the great cabin for dinner, James.’

‘Thank you, sir, you are kind. I should like that very much.’

‘Where d’y’sleep tonight?’

‘Oh, well, I had not arranged anything as yet. I came to Bucklers Hard only this afternoon, and from there by wherry to Gosport, and across to the Hard.’

‘Leave everything to me, will you? I shall take a room for you here, and ye’ll join Sylvia and me for supper. She came from Norfolk to join me t’other day, thank God.’

‘You are very good, sir, but I had thought to go to the White Hart, where—’

‘Damnation to the White Hart. It is miles away, out on the turnpike. Ye’ll stay in Portsmouth tonight as my guest.’ Holding up a hand, brooking no further protest. ‘My guest, James – we have much to talk over between us, hey? And Sylvia will be very glad to see you, in the bargain.’

At supper James endeavoured to be cheerful, and to keep up with the conversation, but in truth his heart was not in it, and neither was his mind. His thoughts and emotions were far away from the private dining room at the Marine Hotel, and the excellent things Rennie had provided. He ate and drank little, and more than once, when Rennie asked him a question, he looked blankly at his friend and was obliged to say:

‘I beg your pardon, sir. I did not hear what you said to me.’

‘Will you tell me, Mr Hayter,’ asked Sylvia Rennie, at one of these embarrassing moments, ‘why my husband calls you “James”, but you never call him anything but “sir”? Should not you call him “William”, when you are such old friends?’

James looked at the handsome woman who had made Rennie so happy, and felt himself a fool. He did not know how to answer her. Rennie himself spoke up, and denied that there was anything odd about it.

‘My darling, in course we are friends, but first and always we are sea officers. It is an entirely traditional circumstance, like the Prime Minister and his close colleagues.’

‘Surely they are not sea officers, William?’ Her face straight.

‘Mr Pitt and his Cabinet? Good God, no. But it is very like the navy, all the same. They would not call him “William”, I think, but “Prime Minister”, or “sir”. It is a mark of their respect for his rank, an acknowledgement of it, d’y’see? In the same way … He broke off when he saw that his wife was smiling at him, then:

‘Yes, hm, you was teasing me, my dear.’

‘Only a little, William, only a very little.’

‘Was I being pompous, my love?’

‘I would not say pompous.’

‘Something worse, hey?’ A chuckle, and he glanced at James. But James had again departed the supper in his head, and was now absent elsewhere. Rennie cleared his throat and refilled Sylvia’s glass, then his own.

‘James? More wine, dear fellow?’ Holding the bottle.

‘What? Oh, no thank you, sir. I must have a clear head tomorrow.’

‘Come, one more glass will not fuddle you.’ He refilled James’s glass. ‘I will like to hear about your new ship, now. Will you tell me all about her?’

‘Yes, my brig.’ A brief smile. ‘Well, she is called Firefly. She is quite elderly, but Mr Blewitt is refitting her, and she will serve very well.’

‘Ah. Very good. What are her dimensions?’ Taking a pull of wine.

‘She is seventy-four foot overall, sixty foot in the keel, twenty-one in the beam, and nine foot in the hold. She is 148 ton by builder’s measure. By all measure she should be a sturdy sea boat, and right handy. She is mine for 900 pound, a very fair price, I reckon.’

‘Very fair, by the sound of it.’

‘I hope to engage in the coastal trade.’

‘Home waters, hey? What will you carry?’

‘Whatever I may be asked to carry, I expect. Timber, tallow, even coals.’

‘Will she make a collier, d’y’think? Ain’t that dirty work?’

‘It may be dirty. In least it is honest.’

‘I did not mean it as a rebuke, James.’ Mildly, then:

‘And … will you sail her yourself?’

‘Indeed, yes. As I told you earlier today, sir, I mean to be her working master.’

‘So y’did, James, so y’did.’ Another pull of wine, and he set down his glass. ‘Hm. Hm. But will that answer, d’y’think?’

‘Answer, sir?’ Looking at him.

‘Will that suit you, a sea officer, RN? Slogging up and down the east coast, from Newcastle to London, with dirty sails and dirty decks, your person forever grimed head to foot, staring grim into filthy weather, for a few pound of money here and there, and never a hope of anything better? Is that the life for you, James, I wonder?’

‘Everything you say does sound like a rebuke.’

‘Well well, it ain’t meant to be. But I cannot stand idle on the side while my friend makes his life into a misery.’

‘Misery? Misery? Christ’s blood, what was our last little venture together! Death and suffering all around us, harsh and brutal treatment, imprisonment in a filthy, rat-infested dungeon! Was that delightful pleasure, exact!’ Catching sight of Sylvia Rennie’s shocked face he broke off, and after a moment: ‘Please forgive me, Mrs Rennie. I did not mean to – to shout so, and upset you.’ Rising and dropping his napkin on his chair. ‘I have outstayed my welcome. I must go.’

‘James, James.’ Rennie, hastily getting up on his legs. ‘Don’t take it ill, what I just said, I beg you. I meant well, I swear to God. I meant well, and if I expressed myself clumsy then I beg your pardon. Sit down and drink your wine, and forget everything I said about your brig and your brave new venture. Will you?’

Seeing Rennie’s obvious sincerity in wishing to make amends, James: ‘If you wish it, then in course I will sit down, sir.’ To Sylvia Rennie: ‘I must ask your pardon again, madam, for my intemperate outburst.’

‘Do not trouble yourself, my dear Lieutenant Hayter. I am used to naval men.’ She smiled at him.

James bowed to her, and sat down. Rennie sniffed, drank off the last mouthful of his wine, and:

‘Will you permit me to say one final word, James? I promise to say nothing untoward about your brig.’

James inclined his head politely and kept his expression neutral. He wished to hear nothing more at all as to his circumstances, but felt he could not now – having just apologised – demand that his host be silent at his own supper table. Rennie nodded, and continued:

‘I will say only this, James. I assume ye’ve had no communication with Their Lordships for some little time, and do not know therefore what might or might not have been offered you in the way of a commission. Now then, should anything go wrong about your present venture, should anything go ill with you, then I will make it my particular business to intercede with Their Lordships and ask for you in Expedient.’

‘Ask for me …?’ James frowned, then raised his eyebrows.

‘I don’t say that anything will go wrong – and let us hope nothing will. However, should ill luck befall you in Firebird, then—’

‘Firefly, sir.’

‘Just so, Firefly. If it did, then you would be very welcome by my side.’

‘Nothing will go wrong, I think.’ Politely, but firmly. ‘The deposit is paid, the other part of the money arranged, and I am to take possession of her on Saturday next, at noon.’

‘In course, in course, just so. I am merely speculating, you know, on a question of if. If something should happen, if it should, you are welcome in Expedient.’

Again James raised his eyebrows. Politely: ‘In what capacity, sir? Surely I could not hold a commission in a frigate that has already been assigned her full complement of officers?’

‘Well well, we should have to decide about that. Yes. But it could be managed, and would be managed … if.’ He refilled his glass. ‘There, I have finished.’

James stared down at the table a moment, and again politely: ‘Forgive me, sir, but I do not see quite how it could be … managed.’ Lifting his gaze.

‘I assure you, my dear James, that—’

‘You will recall, I am in no doubt, sir, that when during your last commission I had occasion to make just such a request – could you put me on your books as your first – you felt yourself obliged to turn me down flat?’

‘Yes, well well, the circumstances was entirely different, James. When you—’

‘Different? Again forgive me, but how, exact? I was at a loose end, and wished to find employment as a sea officer, and I came to you. You said, quite candid and blunt, that since Their Lordships had given you your full number of officers by commission, you could find no place for me.’

‘Yes, so I did. But at that time, if you will recollect—’

‘Then how I wonder could you find such a place for me now, when all of your officers have been assigned to you, exactly similar?’ James, over him, with an edge on his voice. ‘I do not follow.’

And now Sylvia Rennie intervened, seeing that such an exchange could not end well unless it ended at once. Smiling at each in turn:

‘William. Lieutenant Hayter. I am used to naval manners, certainly, but I am used also to other things – diverting things – and I demand that you entertain me, else I shall languish and grow fatigued and disconsolate. Do you see, against the far wall, the pianoforte?’ Pointing at the instrument half-hidden by a screen in the corner.

‘What? Pianoforte?’ Rennie peered across the room.

‘Do not you see it there?’

‘Yes, my dear, I do see it.’ A nod, a forced brief half-smile.

‘And you, Mr Hayter?’

‘I see it, madam.’ Clearing his wind.

‘I am glad. I have a proposal to make. If one of you plays, will the other one of you sing?’

‘Eh? Play the pianoforte?’

‘Sing?’

‘Yes. Sing. And play. Will you play, Lieutenant?’

‘Oh, well, madam. Mrs Rennie. In truth, you know, I cannot play a single note.’

‘Have you no sisters, sir?’ A smile.

‘Nay, I haven’t. I have cousins, though.’

‘And did they not ask you to play by their side at the pianoforte, when you were children?’

‘I have seen them play, and heard them, but I was never – I never did attempt to emulate them, madam.’

‘Ah, a pity.’ A little sigh, then: ‘Then you shall sing for me, both of you.’

‘Oh, no, my dear, really I cannot.’ Rennie shook his head, discomfited.

‘Nor I.’ James.

‘But do not sea officers often sometimes sing after dinner in the gunroom, or the great cabin? My late first husband said so, and I am certain he was telling the truth.’ Turning to Rennie. ‘Have you never sung, my love, after dinner at sea?’

‘Hm. Well well, very rarely. I have never cared for it, at any rate. Most sea officers cannot carry a tune.’

‘No, that is true.’ James, in agreement. ‘That is very true, they cannot. I cannot.’

‘Oh …! Oh, gentlemen, I am so disappointed. I had thought to be entertained.’

‘Mrs Rennie, may I be permitted to make a suggestion?’ James rose.

‘Mr Hayter?’

‘If you yourself will consent to entertain two unworthy sea officers at the pianoforte, I will like humbly to offer my services as turn-page.’

‘Very prettily said, sir. I bow to your request, and accept your offer.’

And he escorted her, that handsome, clever woman in her low-cut gown, gallantly into the corner, and moved aside the screen, gratefully aware that she had averted a rupturing of the most important friendship in the life of either man.

On the morrow, at ten o’clock in the forenoon, the two sea officers went into Captain Rennie’s launch at the Hard, and were rowed across double-banked to the Haslar wharf. At half past ten, Dr Stroud took them up the stone stair to Thomas Wing’s room.

Wing was deeply asleep, a pale diminutive figure in his cot by the window, and Dr Stroud advised:

‘Gentlemen, I think we should not wake him. His condition is still very feeble, and the more restful natural sleep he can get the better things will go for him. I am sorry you have had a fruitless journey, Captain Rennie, you and the lieutenant both, and I hope that you will return another day. I know it lifts the patient to see familiar faces.’

‘Very good, Doctor.’ Rennie, as they followed Dr Stroud back along the passage. ‘I will endeavour to do as you suggest, and so no doubt will Mr Hayter.’ Glancing at James as they reached the top of the stair.

‘Yes, indeed, so I shall.’ James, as they went down.

Outside the gate Rennie sniffed the air, and:

‘We’ll step our mast and bend sail, and beat across to Bucklers Hard. What say you?’

‘Do not you wish to take divisions aboard your ship, sir?’

‘My ship? She is our ship, James. I will always like to think so, anyway. And she will manage very well without me a further hour or two. I should very much appreciate sight of the brig, if you will permit it?’

‘In course I shall be delighted to show her to you, by all means.’ Noting that Rennie had not said ‘your brig’, whereas he had said ‘our ship’ of Expedient.

They returned to the launch. Rennie’s new coxswain, a sturdy young man called Clinton Huff, quickly complied with Rennie’s orders; mallets were produced, the mast stepped forrard, and clamped. The boat was pushed clear.

The duty midshipman, in his cracking pubescent voice, called: ‘Give way together, lads. Let us row dry.’

And soon, as the boat pulled into open water off the fort and came round the point into a freshening westerly breeze, he called to the men handling the sails: ‘Make sail! Starboard tack, full and by! Trim sheets, and keep your luff, there! Cheerly, now!’

Presently, as the two officers settled in the stern sheets, ducking their heads in the wind and spray, Rennie:

‘He looked so damned reduced in that room.’

‘Thomas? Ay, it is a cheerless, bare, bleak sort of place, that seems to diminish the human spirit.’

‘I had forgot quite how small in stature he was.’

‘But he is not in any other way a small man.’

Rennie looked at him, and: ‘Nay, you are right. As strong and brave and loyal a man as I have ever met. I hope with all my heart that he may come back to us.’

‘To Expedient?’

‘To Expedient. Just as I hope that you will come back, Mr Hayter.’

James said nothing, but he was now very displeased with Rennie, and felt that he had been hoodwinked into this trip to Mr Blewitt’s yard. Rennie had said he wished to have sight of Firefly, but what he wished in truth was to find fault with her, to cast doubt on her seaworthiness and design, weaken James’s resolve, and attempt once more to persuade him to give up his new venture, and return to the king’s service.

‘Damn his impertinence, and his importuning, bullying pride!’ raged James, but not aloud. ‘Why will he not see that I am my own man, and not his nor the navy’s, neither!’

‘Has the swell made you queasy?’ Rennie, peering into his face.

‘No no, I am quite all right.’

‘It always takes a day or two for a sea officer to reacquaint himself with his chosen element. There is no shame in it.’

‘I tell you, I am quite all right, sir.’

‘Very good, Mr Hayter, very good. There is no need to bite off my head.’

‘God damn the meddling fellow!’ James, furiously, in his head.

The wind now steady, and presently they set a course west across the Solent for Bucklers Hard.

When they arrived Mr Blewitt took James aside, looking very solemn, and:

‘She is took off the market. She is withdrawn.’

‘What!’

‘In course I will return your deposit in full, there is no question, but the—’

‘Took off the market! Withdrawn! But how can that possibly be, Mr Blewitt, when you owned the vessel, and have sold her to me!’

‘Ah, no, well, you see … never did own her outright, sir. No, I never did. She was put in my hands to sell. I was to bring her up to a certain condition of repair, and offer her for sale – but I never had my name on her papers, no. And now, she ain’t for sale no more. There it is, Mr Hayter, there it is. I am very sorry for all your trouble, and as I have told you, I wish to return your deposit in gold. Return it in full.’ He reached inside his coat, and withdrew the small bag of coins.

‘This is infamous, Mr Blewitt. It is wretched and underhand and wrong. I demand to know the name of the true owner. Give it to me.’

‘Alas, sir, I cannot do that. I am not permitted to give out his name. Not to anyone at all.’

‘Hell and fire, Mr Blewitt! I am not just “anyone at all”, sir. I am the purchaser of this vessel. I do not want my deposit returned, I do not want the gold. I want my ship. I want Firefly.’ Pointing up the slip to where Firefly lay shored, individual new sheets of coppering shining amid the dull mass of the old along the curve of her hull.

‘What is the difficulty, James?’ Rennie, anxiously, coming to James’s side.

‘Nothing that you can remedy, sir.’ James, curtly. ‘Kindly do not interfere.’

‘I had no wish to interfere. I simply saw your distress … Good day, Mr Blewitt.’ Nodding to the shipwright, who stood nervously fiddling with the money bag. ‘You remember me?’

‘I do, Captain Rennie.’ A grimacing uncomfortable smile, touching his hat.

‘That is the vessel?’ Pointing at her.

‘Ay, it is. As I was just now explaining to Mr Hayter—’

‘That will do, Mr Blewitt, thankee.’ James took Mr Blewitt’s arm and led him abruptly away toward the yard sheds, several low timber buildings beyond the slip. Rennie saw that he could not easily go with them, and remained where he was. When they reached the sheds, James still had hold of Mr Blewitt’s arm, and:

‘Now then, Mr Blewitt. Now that we are private again, I will like you to understand me. I have no intention of allowing you, nor the secret owner of Firefly, to hoodwink and cheat me. The vessel is mine, legally and fairly purchased.’

Mr Blewitt shifted the sack of coins from one hand to the other. With evident discomfort and apprehension:

‘Well, sir, well … I am obliged to ask: where is your wrote-out proof?’

‘My what? What did y’say?’

‘You say you bought her … but there is no contract in writing, sir, no bill of sale. Is there?’

‘But good heaven, I gave you that money! I gave you ninety pound in gold!’

‘You did, sir, yes, and now I—’

‘Yes, indeed, you know very well I did. So how can you talk of “proof”, and so forth, when you accepted the money, and even now hold it in your hand?’

Mr Blewitt held out the bag of coins, almost in supplication. ‘And I am now returning it in full, look. Take it, sir, take it, if you please.’

‘This is nonsense, Blewitt.’ With steely menace, ignoring the proffered money. ‘And by God you know it, too.’

‘I know only that I – I am now returning this money, that was held in l’oo of a transaction that has not took place, subsequent.’ Holding out the sack again. ‘A transaction that never occurred. Here, take it. I do not want it. It ain’t mine.’

‘You knew very well what “occurred”. A payment was made in consideration, that constituted the purchase of that vessel.’ Pushing aside the money. ‘We made a bargain, Blewitt, and by God you are going to stand by it.’

‘There is no call to grow violent, if y’please. There is no need for threats.’

‘Threats! I will show you what a real threat is, you miserable bloody wretch!’ Putting a hand on the hilt of his sword.

‘Reuben! Will! Noble! Come here to me! I need you! I am being assaulted!’

Three muscular men in leather aprons emerged from the sheds, carrying adzes. They advanced toward James and Mr Blewitt. Rennie now moved rapidly forward, leaping over the slip, and stood by James’s side. Quietly to him:

‘We must get away out of this. No good can come of swordplay, here.’

‘But the damned bloody bugger has cheated me! I am not afraid of his ruffians, neither! I will run them all through, then spill his guts in the bargain!’ Making to draw his sword. Rennie’s firm hand closed over his and prevented it. In James’s ear:

‘Step away down to the launch with me, now. They will not follow us to the boat, with so many of our people waiting there.’

And gently, carefully, he drew a reluctant and furious James away from the low, shabby buildings, the leather-aproned men with their adzes, and Mr Blewitt, who still held the sack of coins in his hand as the two sea officers reached their waiting boat.

In mid-afternoon they sat down to a very late dinner in Expedient’s great cabin. James was still tremulous with rage, and his hand shook as he took up his glass. He sucked down wine, scarcely tasting it.

‘More wine, sir?’ Rennie’s obsequious steward Colley Cutton, with the wide-bottomed decanter.

‘Stop fussing, Cutton, and go away.’ Rennie, not harshly. ‘I will call you when I want you.’

‘Just as you like, sir.’ Cutton left the decanter and sidled out, his slicked-down hair clinging to his head. Rennie waited until he had closed the door, then:

‘How much did you pay Blewitt, James? I hesitated to ask in the boat.’

‘Hm? Oh, ninety pound in gold.’

‘Well well, even though you refused it today, I expect you will wish to have it back some time – but not at the point of a sword. Perhaps you will allow me to intercede in your behalf?’

‘Intercede how?’ Moodily. ‘You heard what the blackguard said. He wished to return the gold – which I don’t want – because we had not made a contract of sale, when we most certainly had.’

‘He was discommoded at having been caused to withdraw the vessel from sale. Often a man that feels himself put in the wrong will resort to bluster.’

‘You cannot mean that you think he was telling the truth?’

‘About the abortive sale? Very like.’ A nod. ‘You cannot believe in this third party, surely? This fictitious hidden owner? Good heaven.’

‘I cannot see why Blewitt himself would wish to cheat you, James. You have had dealings with him in the past, have not you?’

‘Yes.’

‘He behaved honourably?’

‘Yes. Then, he did.’

‘It ain’t his doing the real owner don’t want to let Firefly go so cheap. If you will permit me, I shall make certain of the return of your money, another day. Will not that satisfy you?’

‘No, it will not.’

‘But surely, my dear James—’

‘Thank you, sir, for your kind offer.’ James, over him. ‘You are very good. I fear I cannot accept. I wish to pursue the matter. I am absolutely settled on the purchase of Firefly. I do not want my ninety pound returned. I shall force the sale. I shall prevail.’

‘Well well, you was ever a determined fellow, James, in usual an admirable thing in a sea officer. But I must tell you that in this instance you are wrong. By attempting to—’

‘Sir. Please. I beg you, do not continue.’ Staring down at the table intently.

‘As your friend, I think I must. In my opinion—’

‘I do not want your opinion!’ Banging down his glass and standing up. His chair fell backwards with a clatter. ‘You are determined to take Blewitt’s side because you wish my private venture to fail! You wish me to come crawling back to the navy on my knees, and beg for employment like some snivelling halfwit scullion! Damnation to that!’

‘James, James, my dear friend …’ Rennie, very shocked. ‘I have nothing but your best interest at heart, whichever course your career may take. I have no wish to thwart you in anything.’

‘Hah!’ Fiercely. ‘Then why did you insist on taking me in your boat to Bucklers Hard?’ Before Rennie could reply: ‘I will tell you why, exact! Because you wished to belittle the whole enterprise, condemn my ship out of hand, and make me see the error of my ways! Nay, do not deny it!’

‘Good God, I had no such motive. You are mistook. Wholly mistook.’

‘Did you call for me, sir?’ Colley Cutton, coming in with a tray. ‘Only I has the first remove, piping hot broff, sir. I had great difficulty in persuading the cook Mr Swallow to return to his duty so late, but he has done so.’ He carried the tray to the table, and set down two bowls of steaming broth. Neither officer said a word. Silently, dutifully, Cutton retrieved James’s chair, and held it behind him. ‘Will you be seated, sir?’

Very stiffly James sat down, and allowed Cutton to push the chair comfortably in under him. ‘There we are, sir.’

Opposite James, Rennie allowed himself to relax a little. He took up his spoon.

Timbers creaked as the ship rode a swell and eased in a slight drift to leeward at her mooring. Reflected light rinsed bright across the deck head from the stern gallery window.

Rennie addressed his broth, dipping, blowing upon, then sucking at the brimming spoon. James sat mute and unmoving. Cutton waited, and when Rennie looked up and flicked his eyes toward the door, the steward took his tray and departed, closing the door softly behind him. Rennie sucked up another spoonful of broth. James sat still, his hands resting in his lap. Presently:

‘I beg your pardon, sir.’

‘Nay, nay, it was nothing at all.’ Rennie, dismissively.

‘As your guest in the ship I have behaved abominably bad, and I am very sorry.’

‘I am at my ease, entire.’ Rennie smiled, and shook his head, his eyes closed. A further spoonful of broth.

‘I am thoroughly ashamed of myself.’ James looked at his own broth without appetite, then blurted: ‘Catherine and I are to part.’

‘What?’ Rennie put down his spoon and stared across the table.

James pushed his bowl away. Broth slopped and rode and spilled on the cloth.

‘Ay.’ A sigh. ‘It has come to that between us.’ Quietly.

‘Oh, my dear fellow, I am so very sorry for you both.’ Sincerely.

‘Thank you, sir.’

‘I should never have thought it possible.’

‘It has not happened all at once. But we have now reached an impasse, I believe. We are quite out of sympathy one with the other, and there is no way forward, nor back, neither.’

‘I wish there was something I could say, James, or some kindness I could do for you. Perhaps – after our little exchange this afternoon – I had better say nothing.’

‘You may say anything you wish, sir. Anything at all. I could not think less of myself than I do at this moment.’

‘Nay, do not punish yourself. And never think that I would wish to. If ever I say things that seem to you clumsy, or interfering, or ill-judged – then all I am guilty of is a fervent desire for your success and happiness. We have served together many years, we have seen and been obliged to do terrible things and known much hardship and danger, and you have never failed me. You are my truest and dearest friend, before God.’

‘You do me a great kindness by saying that, and I thank you for it, and echo it.’

‘Hm. Hm.’ He cleared his wind. ‘There is no possibility that things might come right between you and Catherine, given time?’

‘I fear not.’ A breath, and he shook his head. ‘I will not burden you with my private troubles.’

‘If it will help you to speak of them – I am here.’

‘Thank you, sir. I do not think it will help.’

‘No? Ah. Well.’ Rennie waited.

James sat silent a few moments, then looked across the table, and:

‘I had thought she was the most faithful and loving wife a man could hope to have – and in course as you know I do not deserve her.’

‘How so?’

‘I was not faithful myself. That affair in France …’

‘Men are men.’ A shrug. ‘Most of us fail in these things, and you had strayed in Jamaica, as I recall, long before France …’

‘Oh, that. That was nothing, a foolishness. I had forgot all about it. But what happened in France was a love affair, that I felt very deep.’

A sniff. ‘Did Catherine know anything of what happened in France?’

‘Nay, nothing, I am quite certain. But I was burdened with sorrow, and guilt.’

Rennie regarded James a moment, and wondered if he should ask his next question. Presently:

‘You said just now that you had thought Catherine was the most loving and faithful wife. Do not take offence, but had you any reason to change that view?’

‘She took to a life of gaiety and pleasure, and I did not like it, always rushing off to Lyme, or Bath, with her friend Mrs Swanton. Meeting great throngs of worthless, purposeless people, idle gossipmongers and their silken fripperies. People with too much money and nothing to do but waste it, taking the air, taking the waters, going to the play.’ Dourly.

‘But … had you any – particular intelligence?’

‘Intelligence?’ A glance, a frown.

‘I see that you had.’

‘Well, there is a fellow. I’ve never met him, or seen him, only heard of him. Bradley Dight.’ Scowling.

‘No, don’t know the name.’

‘Nor did I. Never heard of him at all, until a few weeks ago.’

‘You had reason to suspect him of making advances to her?’

‘A strong suspicion.’

‘What sparked it?’ Sharply.

‘I found a letter.’

‘A letter? From him to her?’

‘No no. From her friend Mrs Swanton.’

‘And his name was mentioned specific, in this letter?’

‘Very specific, and I knew then that Catherine had met this fellow, and quite deliberately said nothing to me about it. About him. In fact she denied it, at first.’

‘At first?’

‘When I confronted her. And she had hid his calling card among her private things. I found that, too.’

‘Will you tell me what the letter said, exact?’

‘That he was a very handsome fellow, and that Mrs Swanton proposed to introduce him to Catherine, very soon.’

‘Nothing more? No other letters? Notes? Billets-doux?’

‘No.’

Rennie sniffed, then: ‘I fear I must ask a very direct question, James. Again, pray do not take offence.’ A breath. ‘Do you and Catherine still share the marital bed, as a couple?’

James looked quickly at Rennie, not quite a glare, then he looked away, and very subdued: ‘Nay, we do not. Not for months.’

‘Hm. I thought not. You have neglected her, and she has not unnaturally sought comfort elsewhere …’

‘There!’ Bursting out. ‘You think the same thing! That they are lovers! Any man would think it, in my position!’

‘Nay, I don’t.’ Calmly, but firmly. ‘I think that like any beautiful young woman who feels herself neglected by her husband Catherine was flattered by the attention paid to her by a handsome young man – but nothing more. Mrs Swanton introduced them, and he left his card. If there had been anything more, you would have found more, I think. Trinkets, gifts, billets-doux. I do not believe she has strayed, nor committed hot-fleshed treason. She wished merely to warm herself in the glow of life, after everything she had suffered.’

‘What? D’y’mean the loss of our son? What had she suffered that I had not?’

‘James, my dear friend, I know that you have suffered much else beside.’ Sincerely, leaning forward. ‘That poor wounded wretch you was obliged to shoot dead to end his agony, your first command at sea. I know that cut you to the quick, and made ye doubt your fitness ever to be a sea officer again. Then you lost your only son, and Catherine herself nearly died. And then … there was France.’ Sadly, quietly: ‘I think that both you and Catherine needed to be healed and renewed, together. Perhaps you should have gone with her to Lyme, and Bath, and to London even. Gaiety and pleasure ain’t a sin, you know.’

‘Sir, I think you do not – cannot – understand everything that has happened. It ain’t just Bradley Dight, even if he is not her lover. For weeks and months Catherine has sought to breach the trust and understanding that once bound us together. She refused to answer any and all of my careful questions about her activity, she did nothing to disabuse me of my increasing misgiving, nothing. In truth she fanned the flames deliberate. She provoked me. When I am her husband, that had every right.’

‘Every right – to what?’ Gently.

‘To demand answers to my questions, to pursue her.’

‘Ah. Hm. Like a magistrate, d’y’mean?’ Again, not harshly.

‘No no, nothing like. Not at all.’

‘Ah. Well.’ Quietly.

‘I – I may have spoke harsh on occasion, when I was most vexed with her. But she would never address my questions honest and direct. She sought always to deflect my purpose, to obfuscate and dissemble and discommode me at every turn.’

‘Hm. Poor Catherine.’

‘Poor Catherine …’ James’s face clouded, and began to be very angry with Rennie. And then he checked himself. He looked away toward the stern-gallery window, and bit his tongue. Presently, in a quiet and reasonable tone, Rennie:

‘You had not considered, I expect, that she felt herself hounded, poor girl? Under the circumstances, had not she the right to remain silent, to refuse to submit? And had not you considered, in addition, that your own feelings of guilt was behind much of your suspicion of her, James?’

‘My own guilt? You think so …? Well, perhaps I may have pursued her too sedulous, on occasion …’

‘I think perhaps ye did.’ A sigh, raised eyebrows, a little nod.

‘You are anxious to find fault with me today, sir.’ A grimace, and he dipped his head.

‘I am anxious to do nothing of the kind, James.’ Kindly. ‘I wish to see you and Catherine reconciled, that is my sole motive.’ Another nod. ‘I wonder, now – will you permit an old friend to intercede in this?’

‘Twice in one day, sir … you will like to intercede in my behalf?’

‘Oh, forget about Blewitt for the present. Ninety pound is nothing at all – compared to your wife and her happiness.’

‘You are very patient and good. But I fear you can do no good in this, sir. Our life together is broke in fragments, and they lie scattered on hard and bitter ground.’

‘Will not you let me make the attempt, in least?’

‘How? What will you say to her?’

A brief glance. ‘Leave that to me – will you?’

A hailing shout now on deck, the sound of a boat approaching, and accompanying commands.

‘Oars!’ The bumping and nudging of the boat alongside.

‘Who the devil is that?’ Rennie stood up, pushing back his chair. ‘Sentry!’

The Marine sentry put his head in the door. ‘Sir?’

‘Pass the word to Mr Leigh – nay, I had better go on deck myself. That is a launch or a barge, if I am not mistook, carrying a senior personage. James, will you excuse me?’

‘By all means.’ Standing up politely.

‘Or better still … come on deck with me. Let us see who it is together, hey?’

‘Oh, but I am not in uniform. I am only a guest.’

‘Uniform or not, you are a sea officer, RN, and you have every right to stand at my side on the quarterdeck of a ship of war. Come on, then.’ And he jerked his head toward the door, took up his hat and sword, and strode out.

Coming up the side ladder into Expedient – as Rennie and James appeared on deck – were Mr Brough Mappin, and the newly knighted Admiral Sir David Hollister, vice-admiral of the white and commander of the Channel Fleet. They had come together in the admiral’s barge from his flag, HMS Vanquish, one hundred. The admiral was in dress coat, and stooped though he was he cut a striking figure in his cockaded hat and gold lace. Mr Mappin was dressed today in blue. Captain Rennie came forward to greet them as they were piped aboard. A line of Marines had been hastily assembled by their officer, Lieutenant Harcher. As he passed him, Captain Rennie murmured:

‘Where is your hat, Mr Harcher? You have forgot your hat, sir.’

And moving beyond the hapless officer, and removing his own hat, Rennie formally welcomed the visitors aboard. James hung back and kept out of the way, in spite of what Rennie had said about his having the right to be present on the quarterdeck.

The party went aft to the great cabin, and James remained on deck.

‘I do not belong here any more.’ To himself.

An officer shrugging into an undress coat approached. ‘Is it Hayter? Lieutenant James Hayter?’ James turned, and recognised him.

‘Mr Leigh.’

‘I had heard you were aboard, but I was detained – business in the hold, you know – else I should have saluted you before this. I am just going below to the great cabin, we have important guests. Do not you join us there?’

‘Nay, I – I think not. I wonder, Mr Leigh, if you will do me a kindness? I notice the jollyboat is moored astern. D’y’suppose you could spare me two men to take me ashore?’

‘Yes, yes, in course, I expect it can be arranged.’ Puzzled. ‘But ain’t you the captain’s guest, though? I had understood—’

‘I am wanted ashore urgently.’ Over him, and glancing at his pocket watch. ‘It is later than I’d thought. Be a good fellow and haul in the jollyboat, will you?’

‘As you wish.’

And James went quietly and quickly ashore, without making his farewells to Rennie. In spite of his friend’s wish to help, James felt that he could not impose himself on Rennie any longer, and that he must now take charge of his responsibilities, and make the best of his circumstances, alone.

‘Else I am not my own man – nor even a man at all.’

*

‘Brandy, if you have it?’ Admiral Hollister with a nod, in reply to Rennie’s question. He sat down at the table, glancing round the great cabin. Without being asked, or even noticing what he did, he took Rennie’s chair at the head of the table. Rennie and Mr Mappin sat down, facing each other across the table.

Rennie, to his steward: ‘Brandy, Cutton.’ And to his other guest: ‘For you, Mr Mappin?’

‘Nothing, thankee.’

‘Nothing at all?’ A frown of surprise.

‘Nay, I take nothing before six in the evening.’

‘Ah, well well.’ He became aware of Colley Cutton’s head immediately behind his own, whispering. Irritably, sotto voce:

‘What?’

‘Hair his no hrandy hin the hip, hir.’

‘Well well, bring us – bring us wine, then.’ Turning in apology the admiral: ‘Unfortunately, sir, I regret to have to tell you that—’

‘Yes yes, I heard your steward. Madeira, if you have that.’

‘Madeira, Cutton. Jump now.’ And as his steward departed: ‘Gentlemen, I am at your service.’

‘Let us wait for our wine, and then to business, hey?’

Rennie glanced across at Mr Mappin, saw no indication of what that business might be, then inclined his head to the admiral.

‘Very good, sir.’

The admiral again looked round the cabin, and he nodded. ‘Yes, frigates. They are austere little ships. I have grown used to comfort, I confess. Is that a good thing, I wonder?’

‘Sir?’

‘It is fitting that frigate officers should live austere, though. It keeps you alert, and ready for anything you may be called upon to do, at a moment’s notice.’

‘Indeed, sir. Just so.’

Their wine came. Aside to Cutton, Rennie: ‘Find Mr Hayter, or send a boy to find him, and ask him with my compliments to join us in the great cabin.’

‘But he hain’t in the ship no longer, sir.’ Pouring wine.

‘What? Nonsense. Go and find—’

‘He has gone ashore, sir, hin the jollyboat.’

‘Good God, why? – Forgive me, sir.’ Rennie, to the admiral. ‘Ship’s business, you know.’

‘Did I hear you say the name Hayter, Captain Rennie?’

‘Well, you did, sir. He was my guest in the ship, but he … he has evidently took himself ashore.’

‘Was not he your first, in an earlier commission?’

‘He was, sir, yes. In several commissions.’

‘But no longer? Yes, now I recall. He has got his own command, in course. The Harrier, cutter, ten guns.’

‘Hawk, sir. That was sold out of the service. Mr Hayter is presently on the beach.’

‘And who is your first, now?’

‘Lieutenant Merriman Leigh, sir.’

‘I am surprised ye did not ask for Hayter again, when you made so admirable a pairing of sea officers, in the past, hm? If he is on the beach, and thus available to you …’

‘It was – it was not my decision, sir.’ Stung by the implied rebuke.

‘Nay, I expect it was not.’ A pull of wine. ‘Mr Mappin has something to say to you, Captain Rennie. I shall stay on the side while he says it.’

A knock at the door, and Lieutenant Leigh presented himself, very correct, his hat under his arm, and apologised for his late arrival. When the formalities had been observed, and Mr Leigh had taken his place at Rennie’s side, Rennie:

‘You have no objection, Mr Mappin, I hope, to Mr Leigh’s presence? He is my right arm in the ship, and must know and be party to our duties and obligations in all distinctions.’

Rennie had decided on this, and it was difficult for Mr Mappin to object. In fact he would have liked to oblige both the admiral and Merriman Leigh to absent themselves. However, Admiral Hollister had not disagreed with Rennie’s assertion, and was a man of great and powerful connection.

He had brought Mr Mappin to Expedient, and Mr Mappin thought that he could not insist – in least, not yet. And now the admiral:

‘Pray proceed, Mr Mappin.’

‘Thank you, Admiral. Captain Rennie – and Lieutenant Leigh – I am given authority to offer you a duty quite separate from your general duties of coastal patrol, that will I think be more fitting to your abilities than that mundane though necessary task.’

‘Yes?’ Rennie, politely.

‘Yes. You are to find and follow a particular ship.’

‘A chase?’ Both Rennie and Mr Leigh leaned forward a little, and the admiral cocked his head attentively.

‘Well, no, not in the sense that you naval men mean “chase”, exact. I do not mean “chase and engage”. I mean – follow the ship, very discreetly follow her, and find out where she goes.’

‘What is the ship? Who commands her? Follow her where she goes? How far?’ Rennie, with keen, rapping insistence.

‘We do not know who commands her, because we do not yet know the name of the vessel. As to where you will be required to follow … that may be very far away.’

‘Out of home waters, d’y’mean?’

‘Almost certainly.’

‘Well well, I must disappoint you, Mr Mappin. As I have already told you in an earlier meeting ashore, when you offered me a sum of money, Their Lordships have given me the firmest possible assurance that my duties in Expedient would keep me in home waters all the present commission. In view of what we was obliged to undertake on our last commission, I think that eminently fair and just. Therefore, with regret, I must—’

‘Perhaps you have not perfectly understood me.’ Mr Mappin gave Rennie a chilling half-smile.

‘Eh? What is this talk of money, Mr Mappin?’ Admiral Hollister put down his glass.

‘A sum of money was mentioned on an earlier occasion.’ Mr Mappin, turning his head politely. ‘As a consideration.’

‘How much?’

‘It was 2,000 pound, sir.’ Rennie, very matter-of-fact.

‘Two thousand! Good God, on whose authority?’

‘No transaction took place. The offer was subsequently withdrawn.’ Mr Mappin.

‘I asked you a question, sir.’ The admiral. ‘By whose authority was this money offered?’

‘So you did, Admiral. And I am obliged to reply: I cannot divulge that intelligence.’

‘You refuse to answer? When I have extended you every courtesy, and brought you here to Expedient in my own barge, and lent you my authority in so doing?’

‘Because you were asked to, sir.’

‘Asked?’ Admiral Hollister’s blue eyes had turned to ice. ‘I was required, sir, required. By official letter from Whitehall.’

‘Sir David.’ Mr Mappin had in turn grown icily correct. ‘I thank you for attending to my comfort and safety in giving me passage to Expedient. Perhaps you will allow me now to conduct my business with Captain Rennie in his ship – I think in the navy it is called an independent ship, unattached to any squadron or fleet – in private? If you please.’

‘No, sir. I am not pleased to do anything of the kind. Ye’ve contrived to involve me in this business, and I mean to understand it.’

‘Ah. Then I fear I am unable to proceed, today.’ Mr Mappin pushed back his chair and stood up.

‘Sit down, sir! You ain’t ashore now, where you may throw your weight about so damned presumptuous. You are in a naval ship, a ship of war, where matters are conducted according to the wishes and requirements of those in command. You will answer my questions, sir, or know the consequence.’

Mr Mappin then did a very foolish thing. He smiled at the admiral, and shook his head, and said:

‘You naval men are very fond of that word. Consequence. You think that I am in any way intimidated by such empty threats as “consequence”, Sir David? Hm?’

‘Captain Rennie.’ The admiral did not stand up, but his manner now was one of cold fierce authority. ‘Who is your Marine officer?’

‘Lieutenant Harcher, sir.’

‘Summon him.’

‘Very good, sir. Sentry!’

Lieutenant Harcher came to the great cabin.

‘Mr Harcher.’ The admiral did not look at him except fleetingly, and then returned his cold blue gaze to Mr Mappin.

‘Sir?’ His rediscovered hat clamped under his arm.

‘You will escort this gentleman into my boat, and require him to remain there until I am ready to go out of the ship.’

‘Very good, sir.’ Lieutenant Harcher moved to Mr Mappin’s side.

‘Admiral Hollister,’ said Mr Mappin, and again he smiled. ‘This is an empty gesture, entirely lacking in reason or purpose.’

‘Be quiet, sir! Else I shall have you placed under close arrest!’

‘This way, sir, if you please.’ Lieutenant Harcher urgently touched Mr Mappin’s elbow, and guided him from the cabin. As they went out of the door, Mr Mappin again shook his head, and:

‘A wholly futile gesture …’

When they had gone, Admiral Hollister turned to Rennie. ‘Now then, Captain Rennie. You will make your report to me, sir. You will tell me everything that has happened in regard to that fellow and your association with him.’

‘D’y’mean – everything, altogether, sir?’

‘I do.’

‘I have known him before this. My last commission came under his direct influence.’

‘In what way?’

‘Well, sir … I fear that I am unable to acquaint you with all the circumstances.’

‘Unable? What d’y’mean, Captain Rennie?’

‘I am – I was forbidden to reveal the circumstances.’ Rennie was now very uncomfortable.

‘By whom was you forbidden?’

‘Well, among others – by the senior naval lord, sir.’

‘Hood?’

‘Yes, sir.’

The admiral was silent a moment as he considered the implications of what he had just been told. At last:

‘Captain Rennie, I am aware in course that you have been independent in previous commissions, but while you are here at Portsmouth you are under my command as a ship attached to the Channel Fleet. I will not like to be thwarted in my command, sir. I will like to have answers to my questions, when I ask them.’

Rennie felt that they were now in less troubled waters. He drew breath, and:

‘As to my present commission, and Mr Mappin’s presence here, I know no more than you do yourself, sir. Until today I had heard nothing of the chase – the pursuit of this mystery ship. A few days since Mr Mappin came to my hotel uninvited, and offered me 2,000 pound if I would sign a paper he had in his pocket. I refused outright. Did not even look at his paper. And he went away. I have not seen him again until he came here in your boat today, sir.’

‘Why should he offer you so large a sum, Captain Rennie? Tell me that.’

‘I do not know, sir.’

‘Has he paid you large sums in the past?’

‘He has not, sir.’

‘It is a riddle, then. I don’t like riddles. They ain’t the business of sea officers. Our proper work is the handling and fighting of our ships, by command of Their Lordships, in the service of the king.’

‘Yes sir, I …’

‘Well?’ Peering at him.

‘Well, I think that Mr Mappin would very likely say in his defence that he too serves the king, sir.’

‘You wish to defend the fellow?’ The blue stare.

‘Nay, I do not. His conduct is very – very vexing.’

‘Ay, vexing is the word, exact. I was obliged to bring him to your ship, Rennie, in compliance with an official letter from the Admiralty. Signed by a fellow called Soames. Don’t know Soames, never met him. Know Stephens, in course, First Secretary, and know the Chief Clerk Wiggin. Don’t know Soames.’

‘He is the Third Secretary, sir.’

‘So his letter states, yes. He writes very elaborate, and flowery, whoever he is. Not a form of expression I favour, neither in letters, nor written instruction. However, his meaning, and the will of the Admiralty, was plain enough. I must welcome Mr Mappin into Vanquish, afford him all assistance I was able, and bring him to Expedient. Not send him in my boat, you mind me. Bring him myself. It is obvious the fellow has political connection. The whole damned thing is political, in my humble opinion.’

Rennie thought, but did not say, that the admiral could not be described as humble in anything, least of all his opinion.

‘I expect I shall be obliged to beg his pardon.’

Rennie said nothing.

‘I should not have threatened him with arrest. That is what y’are thinking, ain’t it, hey?’

‘I have no thoughts upon the matter, sir.’ Rennie, carefully neutral.

‘That is a slippery answer, Captain Rennie, but I cannot blame ye for giving it. We will go on deck.’ Getting up on his legs.

Rennie motioned to Lieutenant Leigh, who had sat silent throughout, and the young officer followed his superiors out of the great cabin, and up the ladder.

Presently Mr Mappin was readmitted to the ship, and Admiral Hollister went out of it, and away in his barge to Vanquish, his gold-trimmed cockaded hat thwartwise on his head in the stern sheets.

‘Mr Mappin.’ Rennie nodded to his guest, turned abruptly on his heel, and led the way aft to the tafferel. On Rennie’s instruction Mr Leigh attended them as far as the wheel, where he remained.

At the tafferel Rennie turned and:

‘You have caused me great trouble this day, Mr Mappin. I don’t know what to do with you, I confess.’

‘Must we discuss our business on the open deck?’

‘There is no business to discuss, sir. I have declined your proposal. There is no mention of it in my commission papers, so there the thing ends. I should have preferred it was you to have gone away with the admiral. But he has left you here. The jollyboat has been took, else you could have gone ashore in that. I expect I must take you in my launch, when I have looked to my other duties aboard. In the meanwhile you must wait your turn, sir, out of the way aft. Further, I will like—’

‘Captain Rennie,’ over him, ‘you do not yet quite understand your position, I think. You cannot simply send me away. I have not come to you with a proposal, at all. I have come with an instruction.’

‘Well well, if you mean—’

‘I mean, sir, that you will prepare and store your ship for a long voyage, a voyage of pursuit. We expect the ship you will follow to depart from the Thames estuary within a week. You will depart Portsmouth on Saturday, sail to the Nore, and there anchor and wait. A description of the ship – tonnage, design, paintwork – will be sent to you there. When the ship passes on her way out to sea, you will discreetly follow.’

‘Hm. You have all this wrote out official, have you, Mr Mappin? Wrote and sealed official? Hm-hm, I do not think so. Nay, I don’t, sir.’ He sniffed and turned to look astern at gulls wheeling and dipping over the sea. Behind him:

‘Do you not? Then you are mistook.’

Rennie turned to look at him, and Mr Mappin drew from inside his coat a folded document. With dismay Rennie glimpsed the seal attached. Mr Mappin gave him his cold half-smile, and the document.

‘But, good God, Saturday is the day after tomorrow …’

‘Good God, so it is.’ Mildly. ‘You have much to do, hey, Captain?’

*

Lieutenant Hayter had packed his few things into the small valise he had brought from Melton House to Portsmouth. He went downstairs in the Marine Hotel to pay his bill, but was told by the head porter:

‘The bill has been settled in full, sir.’

‘Eh? Settled? But I have not—’

‘By Captain Rennie, sir.’

‘Yes, I know he engaged the room in my behalf, but I never expected him to pay for it. Look here, now then, I will pay, and you may return Captain Rennie’s money to—’

‘Nay, he will not, you know.’ Rennie, behind James. And to the porter: ‘All right, Joseph, thankee.’ The porter touched his forehead and left them. ‘James, a word with you, if y’please.’ And they went into the small parlour.

‘I am embarrassed.’ James, as they sat down. ‘You will think that I ran away.’

‘I am at my ease, James. You came ashore. Mr Mappin has come ashore, and so have I. Coffee for you? Or chocolate?’ He rang the table bell.

‘Nothing, thank you. I am going to the White Hart, directly.’

‘Are ye? Ah. Hm. Will you allow me five minutes, to say something?’

‘In course I will.’

Rennie ordered tea for himself, and when the girl had gone:

‘I have agreed to Mappin’s proposal. Well – proposal. I have agreed to obey my instructions. I did so on one condition. Since it was not to his advantage to refuse me, he has accepted it. I want you with me.’

‘Sir … I am again embarrassed. I am certain you have my best interests at heart, but you know very well I am not commissioned in Expedient, and that I mean to force Blewitt to sell me the brig, and that therefore—’

‘Blewitt will not sell you that vessel, and you know it.’ Firmly, over him. ‘Your one chance to save your career lies with me, and by God I will not allow you to fail. I have this afternoon obtained an extraordinary warrant of commission from the Port Admiral, upon Mr Mappin’s express authority, that obliges you to report for duty aboard Expedient upon the morrow. I will just drink my tea, James. Thank you, my dear …’ To the girl who brought the silver pot, and he gave her a coin. ‘And then we will go to Bracewell & Hyde.’

‘Your tailor?’

‘My tailor, who will provide you with everything you will need. There is no time to send for your uniforms.’

‘Sir, I am very well aware of all the trouble you have taken in my behalf …’

‘Do not think of it, James. I am—’

‘. . . but you have not asked what I will prefer to do.’

‘Eh? Prefer?’ Over the rim of his cup.

‘Yes, prefer. With great respect, you do not govern my life, sir. I am my own man, you know, and—’

‘Nay, you are not.’ Briskly, putting down his cup. ‘You are commissioned in Expedient, sir, and you are the navy’s man, and mine.’

‘And if I refuse?’

‘Then you will be in breach of the Articles of War, by God.’ Nodding, and getting up on his legs. ‘Article 34 in specific. I think I can quote it accurate: “Every person being in actual service and full pay who shall be guilty of mutiny, desertion, or disobedience to any lawful command, shall be liable to be tried by court martial, and suffer the like punishment for such offence . . .”’

‘You do not seriously say that you could apply the Articles of War to me, do you, sir? When I have not yet decided to accept this commission?’

‘My dear James …’ Rennie put on his hat. ‘. . . What alternative to this commission lies before you?’ And before James could reply: ‘Only the beach.’ The twitch of a smile. ‘That ain’t for you, hey?’ And he turned for the door. ‘Come on, then!’

*

At sea, rounding the North Foreland of Kent, Expedient beating into a brisk north easterly wind close-hauled on the starboard tack. Rennie had been particularly anxious to steer away from the Goodwin Sands, that lay just east of the Downs and had been the graveyard of so many unwary ships, and he had tacked nor’-east in the Channel off the South Foreland, to within clear sight of France, before turning again toward the coast of Kent. Throughout the afternoon watch he had kept the deck with the officer of the watch, his third lieutenant Mr Trembath – who had been a middy with him in an earlier commission, had recently passed his Board of Examination and had his name attached to the Lieutenants’ List; Rennie had seen his name, and asked for him. The quarterdeck had become nearly overcrowded, so anxious had Rennie been for his ship in these narrow, turbulent waters. His sailing master Mr Loftus; the quartermaster Patrick Clift; two helmsmen; the duty mids; a busy, heaving and hauling after-guard; and a scuttering ship’s boy bringing cans of hot tea for Rennie from his steward below; all milled about on the heeling deck; and the boatswain Roman Tangible was a frequent attendant. But James Hayter was not there.

Captain Rennie had thought it impolitic to invite James on deck at all since they weighed and made sail at Spithead on the previous day. Rennie had not yet satisfactorily resolved the difficulty of having four lieutenants aboard a thirty-six-gun frigate that rated only three. James had continued to protest from the moment Rennie had revealed his new status, in the parlour of the Marine Hotel. At Bracewell & Hyde, where he was obliged to order for immediate delivery shirts, waistcoats, stockings, dress coat, undress coat, and cockaded hat – all on account – James made clear his discomfort, unease and unwillingness of compliance:

‘Sir, in stark practical terms, what will be my place in the ship? I am in effect a warranted supernumerary, a damned frockcoated idler.’

‘Nay, you are not. You are a commissioned sea officer, that will be invaluable to me at my side.’

‘As what, sir? Your fourth? When I have been your first many times, and have had my own command?’

‘We will find you a title and a role, James, do not exercise yourself unduly. – Nay, Mr Bracewell, that is a post captain’s coat.’

Mr Bracewell helped James out of the offending coat. ‘I was merely trying to get an idea of the officer’s size, sir. Across the shoulder.’

‘Yes, well well, he ain’t quite a post yet, Mr B, and we must not flatter him, hey?’

James peered at Rennie over his shoulder as Mr Bracewell busied himself with his tape measure. ‘I do not wish to be flattered, nor made the butt of jokes, thankee, sir.’ Straightening his arm for the measure, then bending it. ‘And what of this warrant of commission of mine? I have not had sight of it. Have you, sir?’

‘Mr Mappin has arranged it. He has great influence, the fellow. Even the Port Admiral could not gainsay him, though he did his best, I understand. Happy Hapgood ain’t a man to be complaisant in anything, but Mr Mappin made certain he wrote out the warrant in full, signed and sealed it.’

‘D’y’mean … Admiral Hapgood himself sat down with a quill and wrote the warrant?’ James turned, delaying Mr Bracewell a moment.

‘Good heaven, no. His clerk Pell wrote it out, I am in no doubt.’

‘Yes, I expect you are right.’ A sigh, lifting his chin as Mr Bracewell hooked and then unhooked a stock at his neck, and added it to his list. ‘I expect it is all official and correct, even if it was not done in London.’

‘In course it is correct, James.’ Rennie, sharply. ‘Come on now, Mr Bracewell, we haven’t got all day, you know. There ain’t a moment to lose.’

‘Very good, sir.’ Mr Bracewell draped the measure about his own neck, added something else to his list, and suppressed an irritated sigh.

Presently James twisted this way and that in front of the long glass, peering at his new undress coat in reflection, then:

‘When will I have sight of it … ?’

‘What?’ Rennie, pacing to the window.

‘My warrant, sir. When shall I see it? After all, it is my name wrote on it.’

‘Just as soon as it has been delivered. We must go and see Thomas again, before we weigh. We had better do that now. Are you done, Mr Bracewell? Good, good. Pray send everything to the Marine Hotel, as quick as you like.’ He strode to the door, James shrugged into his civilian coat, nodded his thanks to Mr Bracewell and followed, and the two sea officers went out into the street to the clanging of the above-door bell.

They had gone briefly to the Haslar, found Dr Stroud, who had told them that Thomas Wing was again sleeping – his condition unchanged – and they had come away.

And now as Rennie ducked his head against the whipping blasts of the wind, he came to a decision. He nodded to Mr Trembath, and to Mr Loftus, and went below to the great cabin. He made an entry in his journal, then summoned James.

‘I have found a title for you, James.’

James straightened his stock and smoothed his hair, and stood very correct, his hat under his arm. In truth he had been asleep in his cabin when the summons came. He had had little to do but sleep and pick at his meals in the gunroom since he was piped aboard with Rennie early yesterday morning. He felt a little queasy. He had not yet quite regained his sea legs, after many months ashore.

‘Thank you, sir.’

‘No doubt ye’ve been hard at work wondering why I haven’t permitted you to go on deck.’

‘Is that a question, sir?’

‘Fact, ain’t it? Well well, I have decided you are to be my Officer of Pursuit. Should any one of the other officers be indisposed, and so forth, you will be expected to stand in his place and take his watches, until he is again fit for duty. In usual, however, your duty will comprise the pursuit itself, in all distinctions. From the moment we have sighted the ship we are to pursue, everything pertaining to that vessel – her bearing, speed, handling, what sails she bends – will be pertinent to your attention. Nothing about her will escape your notice. You will report directly to me all of her actions over the preceding twenty-four hours, at noon each day, in a comprehensive written account.’

‘Am I to keep the deck, sir?’

‘I don’t mean you to be on deck all the time, in course. As I have said, y’will take another officer’s watch if he is indisposed – but y’may tread the deck or go aloft at any hour, as you please. Each officer of the watch will keep you informed of the pursuit, and allow you to have sight of his glass-by-glass notations, to add to your own observations. In addition you may choose the lookouts for each watch, to aid you, and I will expect you to know to a certainty where the pursuit is at any given moment, should I call on you to give me a verbal report at any hour. I will also like you to give me your sense of what the pursuit may do.’

‘May do, sir?’

‘You have been in a number of chases over the years. Do not you find, when you have been chasing a particular ship across the sea for a long time – days together – that you are able to anticipate, to guess and predict what the chase will do next? It is like the instinct of a beast of prey. You apprehend?’

‘Yes, sir, I do.’ Nodding.

‘Very good. I will like to hear what your instincts tell you. – Sit down a moment, will you?’ Motioning James to the table.

‘Thank you, sir.’ James sat down, and laid his hat beside the chair on the decking canvas.

‘Two matters remain unresolved, that I had meant to attend to, but in the rush of departure was unable. The first is the question of your gold, which I had undertook to recover for you from Blewitt.’

‘I will recover it myself when we return, sir.’

‘The other matter – infinitely more important – concerns in course your wife.’

‘That was the reason I went out of the ship in the jollyboat, sir. I had decided I must deal with this alone. I wrote a letter to Catherine accordingly, before I left the Marine Hotel, and sent it off.’

‘Ah.’ He did not ask what the letter contained. ‘Then I am forgiven for failing to intercede, as I had said that I would?’

‘There is nothing to forgive, sir.’

‘Hm, very good.’ A deep, relieved sniff. ‘We must now turn our minds wholly upon our task. I do not – as y’know – think very high of Mr Brough Mappin, but the more I think about this pursuit – the more engaging it becomes.’ He looked across the table. ‘And I am right glad to have you with me, James.’

‘Thank you, sir.’

‘We will go on deck, and see how the ship lies. Ye’ve earned a breath of fresh air.’

Night was falling as Expedient dropped anchor at the Nore, off Sheerness, and hammocks were piped down immediately afterward, at two bells of the first – night – watch. Expedient was one of several and many naval ships lying at anchor, among them three brigs, a supply ship, and the guard-ship, but beyond making her signals in the gathering gloom Expedient did not try to speak to any of them, obeying Mr Mappin’s specific request. She was to wait, patiently and quietly and unobtrusively, for the pursuit. And now Rennie saw the particular point of anchoring here. Expedient was among naval ships, and thus would not be remarked.

At supper in the great cabin, where James was Rennie’s guest:

‘Sir, given my new responsibilities, I must raise a question. What if the ship we seek should slip down the estuary at night, and be gone away out to sea before we even knew she had passed us?’

‘Intelligence will come to us, James. We will know when she approaches from the west, and be ready to weigh and proceed at a moment’s notice. Cut our cables, if we must.’

‘In darkness? In the Thames estuary? Ain’t that a very great risk, given the shoals and sandbanks at the mouth?’

‘It is a risk we must take. You as Pursuit Officer must prepare for all such exigencies, James.’

‘Yes, and in course I am ready to do all in my power to aid us. However, another difficulty arises, sir …’

‘What? Don’t talk womanish when we have scarcely begun, good God.’

‘I hope I will never do that. I must ask: am I to have duties of navigation and ship-handling, in addition to my duties of pursuit? In little, am I to be given the deck if I request it? Over Bernard Loftus? Who knows these waters as a pilot?’

Rennie sniffed, raised his glass then put it down without drinking, and:

‘I am obliged t’admit you have a point there, James. Bernard Loftus is a very able man, an invaluable man, and I must not slight him nor deprive him of his standing in the ship. You was right to draw it to my attention.’

Colley Cutton came in with their next remove, a plum duff. On the tray he brought their cheese also, and a decanter of Madeira.

‘Duff, is it? Good, very good. Mr Swallow makes an excellent plum duff, and his suet pudding ain’t t’all bad, neither. Thankee, Cutton.’

‘Will you be wanting me for anythink else, sir? Only …’

‘Only you wished – if I did not – to go to the fo’c’sle and smoke. Yes?’

‘You are very kind, sir.’

‘Haven’t said I did not want you, though. What about our tea and coffee?’

‘Ho, I shall return in time to serve that, sir.’

‘Very well. Y’may go forrard one glass. No longer, d’y’hear?’

When the steward had gone, James ate a part of his pudding – which he did not greatly enjoy, since for him plum duff had always lain stodgy and heavy on the stomach – and returned to his role in the ship:

‘It is not only Bernard, sir. On the open sea, should the pursuit grow difficult or problematic, am I to be given the deck then? Over Mr Leigh, or the junior lieutenants?’

‘There will be no difficulty about young Mr Trembath, who has passed his board only a few months since. The other fellow Mr Tindall was pressed upon me. I don’t know him, and don’t greatly like him. He will do as he is told, and like it too.’ Rennie finished his pudding, and drank off his wine.

‘And Lieutenant Leigh?’

‘Leave that to me, leave that to me. The thing will be managed. And Bernard Loftus. It will all be managed. Light along that cheese like a good fellow, will ye? Give y’self a glass of Madeira.’

Later, as he lay in his hanging cot, James could not help but reflect that very little had been decided, after all. His duties, and his status in the ship, were at best makeshift. And there remained the very real possibility that the vessel they were to pursue would give them the slip in darkness. As for his warrant of commission, Rennie had not only failed to allow him to keep it in his possession, but even to have sight of it. A sigh, and to himself:

‘In truth, I do not know to save my life what I am doing here, lying again in a ship of war, far from home.’

He thought of Birch Cottage, of happy days roaming over the hills with his dog and his gun, of his dead son, gone for ever, of all the things he had held dear – and of Catherine, and that last letter, in which he had offered, after much heart-searching, to release her to a wholly independent life, without conditions or recriminations – if she wished it.

‘She is lost to me.’

And quietly in the darkness he wept.

*

No word came to Expedient about the pursuit, and the ship lay riding at anchor all next day, her cables slowly lifting and dripping as she turned a little on the tide, a reefed topsail aback to aid her in keeping to her mooring place, so that she did not drift athwart the hawse of the guard-ship. In early afternoon a boat was lowered from the guard-ship and approached Expedient. Rennie was on deck, and saw in the boat a man he thought he knew, or had once known – a stout, red-faced post captain in undress coat and an old-fashioned wig. The boat was hailed, and in response a very young lieutenant called up:

‘Obelisk!’

Now Rennie remembered. As the stout occupant of the boat came puffing up the side ladder, Rennie greeted him:

‘By God, Captain Paxton, it is you, sir. I thought I recognised you in your boat.’

‘Captain Rennie, good day to you.’

He was piped aboard, and when the formalities of the deck had been observed Rennie took his visitor aft to the cabin. The two posts had got to know each other years ago, when both their ships were refitting at Deptford. Rennie had gone on to several far-flung commissions in Expedient, and Captain Paxton – who had even then, when they first met, lamented his lot as commander of a guard-ship – had remained at anchor here at the Nore, his elderly seventy-four gradually deteriorating under him, leaking, rotting and:

‘Stinking, sir. She stinks like an open sewer, below. Yet I do not dare pump ship for fear she will straightway sink under my legs.’

‘I am sorry for you, Captain Paxton. Will you drink a glass of wine with me?’

‘I will, thankee. Madeira, if you have it.’

‘We have it. – Cutton! Colley Cutton!’ And when his steward appeared, after a slight delay: ‘Bring us a bottle of Madeira wine. Jump, man, jump.’

‘Yes, sir. I shall leap.’

‘You are here to escort ships, no doubt, in these troubled days?’ Captain Paxton looked about him with evident approval as they waited for their wine.

‘Troubled days? D’y’mean … the troubles in France? So far as I am concerned, they are far away. I will not like to have anything to do with them. Until we are at war, in least. And we are not at war as yet, thank God.’

Their wine came.

‘Your health, Captain Paxton.’

‘Your health, sir, and damn the French – war or no war.’ They drank, and Captain Paxton: ‘So you are here to go into Sheerness, then?’

‘Nay, I am not. I am under orders to – await orders.’

‘Await orders, hey?’

‘Just so.’ In fact Rennie was under orders to speak to nobody, but since he could not have prevented Captain Paxton from paying him a visit, he must now do his best to be hospitable.

‘This is all very mysterious, ain’t it?’

‘Is it?’ Mildly. ‘I don’t think so. We are newly commissioned, newly repaired and refitted, and I await my instructions.’

‘Where did you refit?’

‘At Portsmouth.’

‘Portsmouth. And then you came here …’

‘It is all quite usual, you know.’ He pushed the bottle across the table.

‘Nay, but it ain’t. A single frigate, lying unattached … ?’ He refilled his glass.

‘I know no more than you do, Captain Paxton. We learn in the navy, do we not, never to anticipate Their Lordships’ wishes too acute?’

‘Yes, yes … I expect you are right.’ Captain Paxton gave a puffing sigh, knowing that Rennie would and could tell him nothing, but resenting it all the same, and finding in his heart a deeper resentment. He felt that Rennie had been favoured, and had made a considerable success of his career as a sea officer, with a string of exotic commissions to his name, all officially denied but much talked of in the service. Whereas he, Captain Paxton, as worthy and capable a post as any in the Royal Navy, had been left miserably to rot. He sucked down a great draught of wine, emptying his glass. He nodded at Rennie, and made himself smile.

Rennie smiled in return, and in his head: ‘How can I get rid of the fellow? He is determined to pump me, and I am equally determined to say nothing. This can only lead to resentment on both sides, unless I can deflect him somehow.’ Aloud he said:

‘Will you allow me to show you over the ship, sir? There are one or two things that will spark your interest, I think. The Ordnance have given us the new eight-foot eighteen-pounders.’

‘D’y’mean the guns with a loop on the button for the breeching rope?’

‘Nay, it is the conventional button, but the gun is shorter and lighter, enabling a frigate thirty-six to carry a greater weight of powder and shot.’

Captain Paxton forgot his resentment, and followed Rennie out of the cabin and forrard into the waist. Soon the two officers were discussing gunnery and tactics, full as opposed to reduced allowance cartridge, trajectory, accuracy of fire, and the like, and Rennie – who made most of the running – felt that he had achieved a successful diversion.

Captain Paxton stayed to dinner, and although once or twice he did attempt to steer the conversation back to the purpose of Rennie’s visit to the Nore, he was again deflected – Lieutenant Leigh amused the table by imitating first a horse, then a duck, then a barking fox – and returned flown with wine to Obelisk in his boat, at seven bells of the afternoon watch.

At eight bells a cutter was sighted running down the estuary on the tide, and half a glass later she went neatly about – nearly in her own length – and came dashing in under Expedient’s stern.

‘I have a dispatch for Expedient!’ The lieutenant in command, through his speaking trumpet.

A weighted canvas packet was flung up over Expedient’s tafferel, and the cutter swung away, her great tall mainsail bellying taut, and flew back the way she had come, the sea curling and lacing under her transom and her gold-lettered name:

SWIFT

James had come on deck when he heard the commotion of the cutter’s approach, and now as he watched her heeling away his heart lifted a little as he remembered the Hawk cutter, his first command. Quietly:

‘There is nothing handles quite so true, by God.’

‘Mr Hayter.’ Rennie’s voice behind him, and James turned. ‘We will go below, if y’please.’ Holding the packet. ‘If I am not mistook, this is what we have been waiting for.’

*

The dispatch, written in Mr Mappin’s own meticulous, wholly unflowery hand, read:

BY HAND as per the cutter Swift to: Captain William Rennie, RN, aboard HMS Expedient at the Nore.

The name of the vessel is the TERCES. She is a small three-masted ship, square-rigged and light-built for speed, painted black so that her gunports are not clearly defined.

Her dimensions as described to me are: 118 feet in the lower deck, 101 feet keel, depth of hold 11 feet, 451 tons & 28/94ths BM.

‘She is believed to carry eighteen 24-pounder carronades.

Latest intelligence indicates she will sail with the tide early upon the morrow, from Gravesend, bound for Norway.

You are to pursue her with all diligence, & the greatest possible discretion, at a suitable distance, so that you are never seen to be in pursuit, & your presence goes unremarked upon the sea, until you learn her final destination, which you will convey to me forthwith.

Her master is named to me as one Denfield Broadman, aged 35 years. He is medium tall, black-haired, sturdy-made.

Brough Mappin (and his seal)

‘ “Unremarked upon the sea”,’ said Rennie, handing the dispatch to James in the great cabin. ‘Does he have the smallest notion what he asks of us, the fellow?’

‘Nine twenty-four-pounder carronades per broadside is 216 pound weight of metal. Captain Broadman will very nearly be a match for us in armament, sir. That is what concerns me.’

‘Good heaven, James, we are not going to engage his ship in an exchange of fire. Our purpose is to pursue, not engage.’

‘And she is fast, by the look.’ Tapping the dispatch.

‘Hm. Well well, Expedient is no laggard, she is a damn fine sea boat. No no, our greatest difficulty will not be keeping station astern, but remaining out of sight.’

‘Why d’y’suppose he carries such heavy armament, sir? Eighteen carronades, in a little ship sloop?’

‘How should I know, James? Even brigs carry them of late, so I am told.’

‘Ay, naval brigs. This is a private ship, a merchant ship.’

‘What point d’y’attempt to make, James?’ Pulling charts across the table, and weighting one at the corners with leads.

‘A little merchant ship like this could not have good intent upon the high seas, with that number of great guns. Ain’t that so, sir?’

‘There is any number of questions we might ask. Why do we pursue the Terces? What is her destination, and purpose? What does her master eat for his dinner?’ Opening a pair of dividers, and turning them in a line across the chart. ‘I go where I am told, James, and do as I am told, and you must do the same. Puzzles, and riddles, and other vexatious enquiry – I leave to others.’

‘Very good, sir. Erm … since you have given me the duty of Pursuit Officer, am I to have a certain leeway in how I prepare us for the ch— … the pursuit?’

‘Yes yes, in course y’are to do everything you think necessary, as I have said.’

‘Then I will like a good supply of full allowance cartridge filled, and I am minded to double-shot our guns.’

‘What on earth for?’ Rennie lifted his head from the chart, and stared at him.

‘Let us just call it – instinct.’

A grim little smile. ‘Well well, that was a word I used, certainly.’ A sniff. ‘Do as you think best. I will not stand in your way.’

‘Thank you, sir. I will say a word to Mr Storey, with your permission.’

‘Yes, very well.’ Again peering at his chart.

‘I had meant to ask – what became of young Richard Abey, that was senior mid and master’s mate the last commission? You did not want him again, sir?’

‘I looked for his name on the Lieutenants’ List, and could not see it. Mr Abey has clearly not yet passed his board, and so I could not ask for him. I asked for Mr Trembath instead.’

‘Could not you have asked for Abey again, simply as senior mid?’

‘Eh? Why? The boy should have took and passed his board when we paid off. Clearly, he did not do so, and therefore lacks purpose and ambition.’

‘But did not you appoint him your acting third, last time, when Lieutenant Souter was killed? Was not that to show confidence in him, and—’

‘Mr Hayter.’ Firmly. ‘Perhaps you have forgot yourself, sir. This is my command, not yours. I think y’have something to say to the gunner. Kindly go to him and say it, if y’please. And from now on you will keep your lookouts sharp.’

‘Ay-ay, sir.’ Very correct. James made his back straight and departed the cabin, putting on his hat.

When he had gone Rennie sighed and tapped the table with his fingers, made a face and bent once more to his charts. A moment, and he lifted his head and asked himself:

‘Have I made a mistake in bringing him back?’ And twice tapped the table again.

Colley Cutton appeared. ‘You called me, sir?’

‘Nay, I did not.’

‘I fought you was making a signal, sir. Calling and rapping.’

‘Well well, I was not. – Where is my cat?’

‘Dulcie, sir? Why, she is snug in the fo’c’sle.’

‘The fo’c’sle? I do not want her there. She should inhabit my quarters, when I am aboard. Bring her to me.’

‘Yes, sir. Only, I fear she may wish to return to the fo’c’sle, where she has become a-ccustomed to the warmf of the Brodie stove, sir.’

‘Am I to be contradicted at all points, good God! Find my cat and bring her to me, you idle bugger!’

‘As you wish, sir.’ Departing, and closing the door behind him.

Rennie bent once more, straightened, and threw the dividers down with a clatter.

To himself: ‘Y’must not start and reprimand so severe. It is a failing, William Rennie, a failing. Look to it, and improve.’

In the early hours of the following day fog drifted in from the sea across the broad Thames estuary, shrouding and silent, and in the hour before sunrise Terces slipped downstream on the tide and away, while Expedient lay blind. This was so bold a move, so daring a feat of navigation, that Captain Rennie was at first loath to believe it when later it began to dawn on him what must have happened.

As a precaution he had ordered anchor watches in addition to the regular sea-keeping watches, and at seven bells of the morning watch, as up hammocks was piped, Rennie came up on the newly washed deck with his glass. The fog had scarcely begun to clear, and Rennie was quite at his ease. To the officer of the watch, Lieutenant Tindall:

‘No man would risk his ship in this, hey, Mr Tindall?’

‘No, sir.’ With a confidence he did not feel.

‘All quiet?’ Glancing forrard through the slow swirling mist.

‘All quiet, sir. Erm …’

‘Yes?’ Turning his head.

The stout, fair young man hesitated, then: ‘I … I thought I heard something at two bells, sir, to the north. I made a note in my book, sir, under the binnacle light.’ He showed Rennie the note.

‘You heard a muffled cry?’ Peering at him.

‘Yes, sir.’

‘What was it, d’y’think?’

‘I cannot be certain. It was very muffled, deep in the fog. I am not even certain it was a human voice. It may have been a bird of some sort. A goose.’

‘You heard nothing else, Mr Tindall? No other sounds?’

‘Nothing else, sir.’

‘Hm. Then likely it was a goose. Very well, thankee, Mr Tindall, y’did right to bring it to my notice. We will keep sharp from now on.’ From behind them:

‘Good morning, sir. Good morning, Tindall.’

‘Mr Hayter.’ Rennie nodded to James as he joined them.

Today James was wearing his working rig of old leather jerkin, rough seaman’s pantaloons, and a blue-and-white chequered kerchief tied on his head.

‘All you require to complete the disguise is a cutlass gripped’tween your teeth,’ observed Rennie, not harshly. He was quite used to James’s working sea clothes. Mr Tindall stared in astonishment at the rig, and said nothing.

James had posted only one lookout – on the fo’c’sle – through the morning watch, given the density of the fog, and this man had already reported to him that he had seen and heard nothing. James was now on deck to observe the condition of the fog, and place lookouts in the tops as soon as it cleared.

By eight bells it had begun to lift, and as hands were piped to breakfast Rennie went below to his own breakfast, with the instruction that he was to be called at once if anything was seen. In the past it had been usual for him to invite James to breakfast with him, but today he did not. James remained on deck, and at two bells of the forenoon watch, when the fog had lifted and thinned in the morning sun, revealing the broad stretching calm of the estuary, he went aloft, climbing to the main crosstrees. His mainmast lookout came with him, and together they scanned the estuary in an arc of 180 degrees, from the marshes on the Isle of Grain in the west, to the beaches of the Isle of Thanet in the east, and saw nothing but fishing boats – other shipping having been port-bound by the fog. By three bells of the watch James was beginning to be concerned. Merchant ships had begun to venture up and down the estuary, but in the main they were colliers – stout, dirty little vessels – and none remotely resembled the ship Expedient sought. At four bells James stepped off the crosstrees, clapped on to a backstay, slid rapidly to the starboard chains, and went below to the great cabin.

Rennie was feeding his cat Dulcie.

‘The fog has cleared, sir.’

‘As I see.’ Putting down the dish on the canvas squares, and glancing at the stern gallery window. The cat bumped against his leg, and settled to eat. ‘In course ye’ve seen nothing, else ye’d’ve called me, hey?’

‘Nothing, sir.’

‘Hm.’ Putting on his coat. ‘I will go on deck with you. It may be that he will run north a little as he makes east, and try to evade us over t’ward Shoeburyness.’

‘I doubt that he’d risk the Maplin Sands, sir, but even if he did I have men aloft. He could not escape our attention, no matter how far north he dared to run.’

They went on deck. At five bells, Rennie looked at his pocket watch just as James slid to the deck from the mizzen crosstrees, where he had gone with his glass.

‘Sir, I am very concerned, now.’

Rennie looked at his Pursuit Officer, frowned, and:

‘Could he have given us the slip, after all, Mr Hayter?’

‘I think that very likely he has, sir. In darkness and fog.’

‘It is nearly beyond belief. How did he manage it, the villain?’ Then:

‘By God, Mr Tindall’s goose.’ He had made his own note of the lieutenant’s observation, and now found and confirmed it. ‘Two bells – five o’clock.’

‘Goose …?’

‘Ay, that Mr Tindall heard in the early morning darkness. An echo across the water, deep in the fog. But it was not a goose, it was a muffled shout of command from that damned ship as she went down on the tide, right under our noses. God damn that wretch Broadman, he has outfoxed us! Mr Trembath!’

‘Sir?’ The officer of the watch, attending.

‘We will weigh at once, if y’please, and make sail.’ Urgently.

‘Ay-ay, sir.’ Touching his hat, shocked at the suddenness of the departure. ‘Mr Tangible! Hands to weigh, and make sail!’

Mr Loftus ran on deck, cramming on his hat. Pounding feet, curses, men pulling themselves up hand over hand in the shrouds, their feet dancing on the ratlines. The foretopsail falling in a great grey expanding tumble from the yard. Waisters hauling. The bellowing of the fo’c’sle petty officer. Rennie stood at the breast-rail in a fever of urgency, and presently, with a drumming of his fingers:

‘Nay, nay, this will not answer. – Mr Tangible!’

‘Sir?’ The boatswain.

‘We will cut our cables if y’please! Cheerly now! We are in a chase, and there ain’t—’

‘– a moment to lose.’ Roman Tangible finished for him, and turned to give the orders at the roaring top of his voice.

Sea axes thudded in a hacking rhythm, Expedient swung away from her severed cables in the light morning breeze, and caught it, and begun to run before, east-nor’ east toward the open sea, under spreading canvas.

‘Stunsails, Mr Loftus! Alow and aloft, if y’please! Let us crack on!’

Half a glass, and Rennie:

‘Mr Loftus, I will like to find that bugger before sunset today, just to make certain he is going where I think he is.’

‘And where is that, sir … ?’

‘Set me a course for Norway, Mr Loftus. Mr Hayter! You there, Mr Madeley.’ To the duty mid nearest him. ‘Find Mr Hayter, and—’

‘He – he is aloft, sir.’ Pointing high. Rennie looked, and saw James foreshortened far above in the canvas tower, a tiny figure clinging to the mainroyal mast, his feet braced on the narrow yard, and his glass to his eye.

The swell and chop of the open sea, and Expedient began to lift and roll as she came round on the new heading, the wind on her larboard beam and quarter.

‘Hold her so, just so.’

And feet apart, hands clasped behind his back, Rennie sniffed in a deep, exhilarated breath.

*

The ship – three-masted, painted black – was sighted late in the afternoon, at three bells of the first dog watch. The mainmast lookout hailed the deck and reported the sighting, and added that she was heading east-nor’-east toward the Netherlands, under all plain sail.

James jumped into the main shrouds and ran aloft with his customary quick agility – first acquired as a midshipman – to the crosstrees, where he joined the lookout and focused his glass, and found the quarry. He peered a few moments, then to the lookout:

‘What colours does she wear? Can you make them out?’

‘I cannot make them out distinct, no, sir.’ Peering through his own glass.

‘Neither can I.’

James slid by a backstay to the deck, and informed his captain, who:

‘Ay, he is a wily fellow, the villain. His colours are false, very like.’

‘Well, false colours or not, he certainly makes for the Netherlands coast, on his present heading.’

‘Hm. That surprises me.’ A sniff. ‘However, we will follow. We must not overhaul him, though. We must maintain station at a discreet distance astern.’

‘Very good, sir.’ Lowering his voice: ‘Am I to have the deck, sir?’

‘What? Dressed like that? I think not, Mr Hayter.’ Also lowering his voice.

‘You wish me to shift into undress coat, sir?’

‘Mr Trembath has the deck.’ Pointing to the young lieutenant, who stood at the weather-rail with his glass, looking at the pursuit ship. ‘You will consult with him, if need be.’

‘Consult …?’

‘Just so.’

James found this very disconcerting, and vexing. The question of his status in the ship had even now – when they were at sea, and in pursuit – not properly been addressed, and he felt that he was being left to dangle and swing like a loose block in the wind. He opened his mouth to say something further, but at that moment Lieutenant Trembath rejoined them, and a moment after Rennie stepped away aft, and stood alone on the quarterdeck near the tafferel. James knew that in keeping with the tradition of the service he could not follow the captain there, unless he was asked, and so he exchanged a few words with Mr Trembath, and went again aloft to observe the Terces as she continued steady on her course, east-nor’-east toward the Dutch coast.

‘Why does she make for the Netherlands?’ To himself, raising then lowering his glass. ‘Denfield Broadman ain’t a Dutch name, and Mappin said nothing about a Hollander connection. He said Norway.’

It became clear as twilight approached that the ship they were following had altered course a little and was now heading due east, in all probability making for Rotterdam. James studied her carefully through his glass while the light held, and after a time became certain that the ship he was observing could not be the Terces, after all. Her lines were different from the description given in the despatch. She was a long way ahead, but he thought she had more the look of a fluke than a ship sloop. Her bow was bluff, and her stern rounded, without the angular transom of a lighter-built vessel. She looked to be heavy-laden and lying low in the water. James descended once more and went to Rennie in the great cabin, where the captain was writing in his journal.

‘That cannot be Terces, sir, I fear.’

‘What?’

James gave his reasons, and Rennie:

‘Then why did you identify her as Terces earlier, good heaven?’

‘She was a small three-masted square-rigger, painted black, and I thought that given her position it could only be Terces. I was mistook.’

‘Have you discussed this with anyone else in the ship?’

‘Nay, I have not. I thought it my duty to inform you at—’

‘Good, good.’ Over him. ‘Do not do so. I do not want the people discouraged so early in the commission. Nor do I wish the quarterdeck to be seen as a tribe of damned fools. We will continue the pursuit until nightfall, then anchor off the Dutch coast. We cannot risk falling on a lee shore in darkness. With any luck the master of the Dutch ship will slip through the channel on his way in to Rotterdam, and there will be no sign of him in the morning. We will then give it out that we think Terces tried to fox us into believing she made for Rotterdam, and has again headed into the North Sea, making for Norway, and make sail in pursuit.’

‘Could not we simply alter course now, sir, and try to find Terces while the—’

‘Did not y’hear me, James?’ Brusquely. ‘We will resume the pursuit at first light. Sailing on blind now will not answer.’

‘With respect, sir, we have already lost time in following the wrong ship, and—’

‘Yes, and whose fault was that? Hey? Yours, sir, yours.’ Again brusquely.

‘I admit it. It was my fault. But as Pursuit Officer I think I must indicate that—’

‘Indicate, Mr Hayter?’ A glint in his eye. ‘D’y’presume also to contradict?’

‘No, sir, in course I do not. However, it is my strong—’

‘You do not contradict me,’ over him, ‘and yet you continue to express a contrary view – to indicate?’

‘Sir, if I am to conduct myself efficient as Pursuit Officer, I think I must be permitted to—’

‘You are made efficient by obeying orders, sir. Pray do so.’

‘Very good, sir.’ James bowed stiffly, and left the cabin.

Rennie shook his head, expelled a forceful breath, and walked away from his table to the stern-gallery window. Presently he turned and peered round the cabin:

‘Dulcie … Dulcie … where are you, my dear?’

His cat did not come to him.

*

The open sea, under a hazy early morning sky, the water glittering and dull in turn as each wave of thousands and tens of thousands rose and folded into the next, the waterscape stretching away at all points of the compass to the hazy horizon. Fishing boats, and away to the west, heading north and south in the lifting south-westerly breeze, small merchant ships. Expedient on the larboard tack, sailing four points large with weather stunsails bent, and the weather clew of the main course hauled up.

Captain Rennie emerged on his quarterdeck, and asked the officer of the watch Lieutenant Leigh – in Expedient the first lieutenant always took his watch – how the ship lay. Lieutenant Hayter was already aloft in the maintop. Lieutenant Leigh gave the captain all the information he required – sails, trim, the direction of the wind and the speed and position of the ship – and called for the duty mids to run out the logship again.

‘Nay, Mr Leigh. You have told me the speed of the ship at the last glass, and I am content, until the bell sounds again.’

‘Very good, sir.’ Tucking away his notations in his coat. Lieutenant Leigh was always very correct in his dress when he had the deck, and never came on duty other than in frockcoat, waistcoat and breeches and cockaded hat, and his glass under his arm. He dismissed the mids for the moment.

Rennie stepped to the weather-rail, then aft to the tafferel. He observed the line of the ship’s wake a moment, then turned and walked forrard to the wheel. Lifting his head:

‘Aloft there! Mr Hayter! What ships in sight!’

In answer James slid down a backstay and came aft.

‘Any number of small merchant ships, sir, sailing north and south – most of them to the west of us.’

‘Any number?’

‘Twenty … twenty-three, sir.’ Consulting his own notes. ‘Twelve sailing north, and eleven south. No sign of the ship we seek.’

‘She has pressed on north in the night, as I feared at first light.’ Loud enough for the people nearby to hear him. ‘We will follow, and find her, right quick.’

‘Very good, sir.’

‘You wear waistcoat and breeches today, I note, Mr Hayter. And a clean shirt. This is a miracle of dandyism, eh, Mr Leigh?’

‘I had not really noticed, sir. Mr Hayter has been aloft all the time I have been on duty, until now.’

‘Ah. Hm. Is it a celebration of some sort, I wonder? A saint’s day? A feast day?’ Turning again to James.

‘I am not a papist, sir, as I think you know. I am merely … I had thought that as Pursuit Officer, with very grave responsibility and obligation in the ship, I should best honour my position by being properly dressed.’

‘Ah. In course, there are saints’ days, and feast days too, in the Church of England. I should’ve thought ye’d’ve known that, Mr Hayter – you that read Divinity at Cambridge University.’

‘You were going to be a clergyman, Hayter?’ Mr Leigh, in surprise.

‘No. I was not.’ Discomfited. ‘Well, for a very short time, you know, I thought … and then I changed my mind.’

‘He changed his mind, Mr Leigh.’ Rennie, sagely, nodding.

‘I am just going forrard to speak to my fo’c’sle lookout – with your permission, sir.’ James, punctiliously.

‘Certainly, Mr Hayter, certainly. And then perhaps you will join me for breakfast, hey?’ Including his first lieutenant with a turn of his head. ‘You and Mr Leigh both, at the change of the watch?’

Seven bells and hammocks up, and James came aft through the bustle of the ship’s new day, the washed deck still damp under his feet. He stood talking to Mr Leigh abaft the skylight on the quarterdeck, and at eight bells, as the watch changed and the bulk of the people were piped to their breakfast, the two lieutenants went below to the great cabin, and eggs, toast and marmalade.

‘No doubt you are wondering, gentlemen …’ Rennie, motioning them to chairs at the table, ‘. . . why I have not displayed particular urgency this morning? Why I have not marched the deck shouting let-us-crack-on, and so forth, hm? I will tell you. – Pour yourself some coffee, Mr Leigh, and pass the pot to Mr Hayter. – Yes, the reason is that rushing about a ship very agitated, with anxious expression and fidgeting hands, don’t inspire confidence among your people. We will find the Terces today, I am entirely certain. And then we will settle to our task of quiet pursuit, just as we have been instructed.’

Less than half a glass after came the call, from high on the foremast:

‘De-e-e-e-ck! Sail of ship, three points on the starboard bow!’

James at once went aloft to have a look for himself, and was soon convinced that the small three-master better than two leagues ahead was indeed the Terces; she fitted the description in Mr Mappin’s dispatch:

‘Exact, sir.’ James to Rennie, on the quarterdeck, a few minutes after. Rennie finished his tea, wiped his lips and gave his cup and napkin to his steward, who had followed him on deck.

‘Thankee, Mr Hayter. If you are certain – this time, certain – that the ship is Terces … ?’

‘I am, sir.’

‘. . . then I am satisfied.’

‘Will you go aloft yourself, sir, and make your own—’

‘No.’ Abruptly, over James. ‘No no, I am satisfied entire. I will just … keep the deck a glass. Proceed with y’duties, Mr Hayter, if y’please.’

James touched his hat, and went forrard. He had forgotten Rennie’s fear of heights, until the captain had reminded him with that brisk rejection of the invitation to go aloft. He hid his fear well, but on the rare occasions when his going aloft became an absolute necessity, Rennie did so trembling in every limb, half-blinded by nausea and the dystopian sense that if he looked down even for one second, he would plunge instantly to his death. As a midshipman he had lived in an agony of terror when his fellows leapt aloft to skylark, and had had to invent an extraordinary array of excuses to avoid these more or less imperative games. Fortunately he had been in every other way an admirable student of seamanship, and had duly passed his board, and subsequently been made post, without his superiors ever becoming aware of this fundamental impediment to a sea officer’s career.

At six bells of the forenoon watch, Rennie was still on deck, and:

‘Mr Tangible!’

‘Sir?’ The boatswain, attending.

‘We will pipe to divisions.’

The command repeated, the boatswain’s mate lifted his call, and the high-pitched summons echoed along the deck. Rennie duly inspected the ship by assembled divisions, inspected between decks, and dealt with the list of defaulters. A brief lull, then at midday the half-hour glass was turned, the duty marine on the fo’c’sle struck eight bells, and the official ship’s day was about to begin.

Expedient at 53 degrees and 22 minutes north, 2 degrees and 59 minutes east, lying on the larboard tack in a sou’-westerly breeze at a steady six knots.

‘Noon, sir.’ Mr Tindall, standing very straight, the mid assisting standing at his side with the sextant.

‘Noon declared. Thankee, Mr Tindall. Y’may pipe the hands to their dinner.’

Throughout these rituals – divisions, defaulters, the declaration – James’s lookouts had kept a close eye on the ship ahead, which seen from the deck lay hull down, a point off the starboard bow; at intervals they hailed the deck to confirm that no change had occurred to her course. When the hands had gone below to their messes Rennie stood with James on the fo’c’sle, both with their glasses trained ahead. Presently Rennie:

‘We will hold station just as we are, well astern of her, and match her speed, but no more.’

‘Should we beat to quarters, sir?’

Rennie lowered his glass and looked at James. ‘Beat to … ? Good heaven, no. I am minded to exercise the great guns during the afternoon watch, but not before. Five bells, say to Mr Storey. Or, no, wait – that had better come from Mr Leigh, I think.’

‘Very good, sir.’

‘Erm … who is your mess president, by the by? You have elected your president in the gunroom, I assume?’

‘Mr Leigh, sir.’

‘Well well, that is fitting. The first should in usual be made president, or secretary, or whichever term ye prefer. I was wondering …’

‘Sir?’

‘In course I will like to give dinners myself, in due time. However, I was wondering if it might be possible for the gunroom to invite me to dine, to begin?’

‘Certainly, sir. I will say a word to Mr Leigh.’

‘I have a particular reason for this request, James. I want to get to know my junior officers, and I fear that asking them to dine in the great cabin may perhaps be intimidating to them, all at once. They would not likely be at their ease. I was a little down on young Mr Tindall, at first. I thought him unprepossessing as a sea officer.’

‘Unprepossessing, sir?’

‘Lazy and fat, in little.’

‘Oh.’

‘That was unjust in me. I no longer think it of him – that he is indolent. He is a conscientious and intelligent young fellow, and I will like to drink a glass of wine with him – if you find it acceptable among you to invite me to dine.’

‘I will say a word to Mr Leigh. I am sure it can be arranged at your earliest convenience.’

‘That is kind in you.’

Captain Rennie was finishing a late dinner alone in the great cabin at four bells of the afternoon watch when one of the lookouts hailed the deck from the mainmast crosstrees:

‘Ship ahead has altered course! Beating south toward us!’

Rennie pushed aside his cheese, shrugged hastily into his coat, and ran on deck. James met him as he reached the wheel.

‘May I have the deck, sir, with your permission?’

‘Nay, nay, Mr Hayter, Mr Trembath has the deck, and there is no reason to relieve him of that duty.’

James leaned closer to the captain, lowering his voice and speaking urgently in his ear: ‘Sir, the pursuit ship is coming directly at us. As Pursuit Officer I see inherent danger to us in that, and I suggest we alter course at once, and beat to quarters.’

Rennie took James by the elbow and led him abruptly aft toward the tafferel, out of earshot of the group at the wheel – helmsman, quartermaster, lieutenant.

‘James, you must not make these precipitate judgements and assumptions. This is not a chase. It is a pursuit, over long days, to discover one fact, and then report it to Mr Mappin – and Their Lordships. We are to find out Captain Broadman’s ultimate design, his destination. That is the whole of our duty.’

‘Sir, you said that you would value my instincts as Pursuit Officer. I beg you to listen to me, now. Captain Broadman clearly knows our intent, or has guessed it. By running at us he probably means us harm, and I most earnestly—’

‘We will proceed upon our present course.’ Rennie, over him firmly, still with his hand at James’s elbow. ‘If Terces approaches us, we are one of His Majesty’s ships cruising in the North Sea, an entirely usual duty. It is not for us to alter course and dash hither and thither in anticipation of – what, exact?’

‘An attack. I feel a twinge in my bladder.’

‘Then ye’d better find your pisspot, and make use of it, Mr Hayter.’ And Rennie left him, walked forrard to the wheel as Bernard Loftus joined the knot of men there, and nodded to his sailing master. Mr Trembath touched and lifted his hat, and:

‘She is one league off, sir, beating directly toward us. Shall we hold our present heading, sir, or—’

‘Certainly, Mr Trembath, certainly. So far as that ship is concerned, we are not in pursuit of her, not at all. We are minding our own business.’

But as the minutes passed, Expedient keeping steady to her course and the Terces rapidly closing from the opposite direction, something about the smaller ship began to make him uneasy. The heeling of her masts, and the speed of her approach under a stiff spread of canvas, lent an insistence to her actions which could mean only one of two things: an urgent desire to speak, or the intention to attack.

Rennie had asked his Pursuit Officer to follow his instincts, and had then rejected them – because he hated to be told his duties by a subordinate officer. But was not that bloody damned foolishness, with a well-armed ship running straight at Expedient? Was it not pure bravado?

‘Can he be right, by God?’ Not aloud. ‘Or does she wish to speak?’

The Terces closer and closer. Five bells struck. Now she was nearly within range.

‘She is coming off the wind, and going about, sir!’ Lieutenant Trembath, lowering his glass and pointing.

Rennie had seen it. The little ship sloop was now cutting across Expedient’s path at an angle, her larboard side exposed.

A bright orange flash. Then a whole series of flashes along her black port strakes.
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