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Chapter One

If anyone had suggested to a young John Pearce he would come to appreciate routine, he would have laughed at the notion. With nothing even approaching domesticity in his early life, such a thing had never been possible, while not very much had occurred since to alter matters. He’d spent his early years wandering the highways and byways of Britain in the company of a politically radical father, known to the world, or at least within the British state, as the Edinburgh Ranter.

A polemical orator, Pearce senior was intent, through fiery speeches and rancid pamphlets, on changing the living conditions of the politically disenfranchised, poor folk on whom an indifferent society bore down with endless hard knocks or total indifference. It was impossible, outside riot, for their voices to be heard, but Adam Pearce sought to convince them a change in their blighted lives was theirs to take, certain it would never be given.

Too many times, in a peripatetic existence, which had taken them all over the country, where they would lay their heads and take food was continually varied, no preparation for a future in which the business of the day was endlessly repetitive. Yet here was the very same John Pearce, in the early summer of 1796, in command of the 14-gun brig HMS Hazard, steeped in the constantly recurring and content to be so.

No ship of war could be run any other way, especially with a raw crew consisting mainly of so-called quota men. Every municipality in the country had been legally obliged to provide bodies in order to man a wartime fleet sorely short on numbers. It was hardly a surprise to find the citizens who ran these electorates despatched from their locality those least upright or naturally competent. Supposed to be leavened throughout the fleet, mixing the new with the experienced, malice had landed Pearce with too many of the former and too few of the latter.

New to the life and resentful, they had to be moulded into a crew able to sail the ship, while being willing to also fight and subdue Britannia’s enemies. It was the job of John Pearce and his officers, petty, warranted, and commissioned, to teach them their duty where it was appropriate, or force them to it when it was essential. A process begun in the calm waters of the Thames estuary only served to show the alarming depth of the task. The number of flaws this exposed was endless, while not enough time was afforded for remedy.

Obliged by the mission of which they were employed to weigh anchor, Pearce had finally put to sea, assured by the ship’s master of good weather. In doing so, Mr Williams had sailed HMS Hazard into a full North Sea gale that, by luck, Pearce and his crew had managed to come through unscathed. The experience had gone some way to blooding them, engendering a communal feeling of gratification in having survived what had been a true tempest. Only those with more knowledge of the sea knew how close they’d come to disaster.

His novices had, in the loosest possible sense, then participated in the taking of a merchant ship of indeterminate nationality. Here was a vessel that flew no flag and lacked a name on its stern, this having been dropped overboard on Hazard’s approach. It turned out to be an English vessel engaged in smuggling, sailed by a pair of vicious criminals called the Tolland brothers.

A coincidence almost too uncanny to accept, they were no strangers to John Pearce or his close companions, being men who laid, at his door, the theft of a ship and cargo, of which he was innocent. Given nothing could convince them they were mistaken, and the real culprit had disappeared, in revenge, they had tried to kill him on more than one occasion.

Both Tollands, along with those serving under them, had been decanted as pressed seamen into HMS Bedford. The 74-gun ship of the line, part of Admiral Duncan’s North Sea Fleet, was on blockade duty off the Texel, set to contain the Dutch, now allied to France. Given the conditions of the navy, when only peace would see them freed, it was as good as a prison, one which relieved Pearce of the burden of their presence.

What then to do with their unnamed ship, full of a valuable contraband cargo, without anything to identify the owner. It was assumed any documents it carried had been dropped over the side as soon as they identified who was approaching. So, with a degree of subterfuge, if not downright chicanery, Pearce had taken the nameless vessel in to Ramsgate, declaring it to be an enemy merchant ship and thus a prize.

The hull would be assessed by an Admiralty Court prior to a sale and the cargo auctioned, with the value of both going to the ship’s company. This held out a promise of hard coin for everyone aboard HMS Hazard, helping, amongst his so-called “volunteers,” to mitigate the feelings of a malignant fate.

If the money was not yet in their purse, it would be waiting for them when arrangements could be made to pay it out. This stood as a rare example of the promise of riches, always touted as there to be gained by joining the King’s Navy, being met. Too often it was nothing but a recruiter’s lie.

Beating down the English Channel into the prevailing westerly wind produced signs of improvement in some. Yet too many failed to rise above the downright clumsy, showing little natural aptitude for anything requiring dexterity. Given so few could be rated as competent, everyday tasks, outside the most simple, tended to require double the number usually employed: those to carry it out, overseen by the men who could instruct or correct matters when things went awry.

Pearce had hardly been off the deck the whole time since they’d weighed, his presence and aura of command necessary to ensure instructions given were fully carried out. That said, he had absolute trust in his two lieutenants. Hallowell and Worricker were both competent seamen, which left him well aware he would have been at a loss to run the ship without their equally tireless endeavours.

Other responsibilities went by the wayside. The commanding officer’s logs were left as rough notes, given there was too little time for accurate record keeping. As a captain lacking a schoolmaster, he was supposed to undertake the education of Hazard’s midshipmen. Gifted four raw youths, all of Scottish parentage, equally new to their occupation, meant there was much they required to be taught. All four would be required, in time, to assume positions of authority, which would include command of a section of the crew. Added to this was the responsibility that went with their role as inferior officers when it came to the standing of a watch.

If he could have spared the time to do so, Pearce would have enjoyed teaching these youngsters things at which he reckoned he enjoyed some competence: manners, deportment, plus the use of firearms and swordsmanship. Similarly, he would have been at home with sails, knots, and rigging. At one time as new to the profession as his tyro seafarers, time at sea had made him truly familiar.

He was less sure of his ground when it came to subjects in which it was unwise to delay the instruction of a putative naval officer. This was especially true when it came to mathematics, use of the sextant, and the kind of nighttime star mapping necessary to provide competence in the article of celestial navigation. This task was undertaken by his rather uninspiring master, he who had so badly misjudged the weather when they’d first cleared the Thames. Williams felt himself under a cloud and had offered, as a form of recompense, to devote two hours a day to this serious scholastic burden.

Bouts of seasickness were an obvious and serious impediment to efficiency, the “chops” of the English Channel being notorious in this regard. Even in reasonably good weather, the short, vicious waves, added to their uncertain impact, so unlike deep-sea rollers, had a deleterious effect, even on those long accustomed to the sea. Blue-water tars of many years’ experience could be reduced to misery. For the kind of landsmen who made up Hazard’s crew, the debilitating novelty was even worse.

Being an affliction that seemed never-ending, this rendered the wretchedness doubly hard to bear. Yet no allowance could be made for anyone suffering the malady; the ship and the duties required to sail her had to be carried out and completed regardless of the state of the crew. This led to some harsh but necessary treatment, not something John Pearce, at any stage in his life, would ever have foreseen himself imposing. But apply it he did, caring not if it endeared him to his crew or led them to curse him as a tyrant.

It was with palpable relief they made their pre-arranged landfall at Falmouth. In the calm waters of the Carrick Roads, once at anchor, the required flag saluted and a berth designated, the afflicted could begin to recover. The ship, the deck especially, could also be put to rights, and John Pearce could write a long letter to his lover, Emily Barclay, the mother of their infant son. Another was penned to his friend Heinrich Lutyens, a final missive to his prize agent, Alexander Davidson, repeating the details of the capture of the Ramsgate “prize.” 

While this was happening, HMS Hazard was cleaned from stem to stern with diluted vinegar, especially below decks, where the effects of the last seven days were most obvious, while hammocks were washed and aired. Only when Mr Hallowell, the premier, was satisfied, was it passed as fit for a full inspection.

The fellow Pearce knew as Samuel Oliphant, his partner in the mission on which the ship was engaged, had gone ashore as soon as they made their berth. His task was to collect any last instructions sent down to Cornwall by Henry Dundas, the Minister of War in the Pitt government. It was on his need for information they were both employed, the task to assess the security of what had become a possibly less-than-solid Spanish alliance.

As captain, John Pearce was likewise obliged to go ashore, his duty demanding he visit the port admiral and pay his respects, though in no way was he obliged to state his business. Sailing under Admiralty orders, he had no requirement to be open about the mission that, on its own, would have rendered any meeting awkward. Senior officers, when probing for information, were unaccustomed to being stonewalled by a mere lieutenant, even if he was rated as a master and commander.

The nature of the officer dodging these enquiries made it doubly so, the name of John Pearce not being one to elicit much joy in any naval breast. Having got his step from midshipman to lieutenant on the express orders of King George, without a proper examination, he’d run a coach and horses through what the service saw as the proper way to promotion. The royal gift had been awarded for conspicuous bravery, but this did not, in any way, mitigate service hostility.

Added to this burden was his very name, it being coupled with that of his father, Adam, seen as a dangerous revolutionary by a profession riven with reactionary opinions. They thought Pearce senior akin to the kind of Jacobin who’d overthrown then cut off the head of the King of France, a man who would, if given the chance, do the same to their own sovereign.

Such abhorrence fell similarly upon the son, so the admiral had been frosty in the extreme, manifestly so in the way Pearce was not offered refreshment of any kind. No wine or coffee was provided, this being a pointed and deliberate insult. Such lack of even common decency was rendered doubly galling when, back on board, he found Oliphant, while ashore, had treated himself to a capital dinner and was happy to crow on the fact.

‘And, no doubt, a pint of good wine, when I was not even offered bilge water.’

‘Don’t blame me if your name stinks.’

‘Am I allowed to say your breath could be so described?’

This barbed comment said much about their relationship. It was one of a mutual dependence, which neither took to well, this being rendered more so by the treatment Pearce had just experienced, coupled with the amusement the story had provoked.

‘While you were filling your face, I was having to bite my tongue in the face of the most aggravating condescension. I was tempted to give the old booby a slap.’

‘You clapped in irons would have served us well’ was the sarcastic response.

‘Was there anything from Dundas?’

‘A great deal.’ Oliphant pulled a packet of letters from his coat pocket and threw them over. ‘He sent a courier down with the latest intelligence he has garnered, as well as a pair of homing pigeons.’

‘What have you done with them?’

‘They’re housed in your pantry, so make sure your man doesn’t make a mistake and cook them.’

Looking at the thickness of the bundle that had landed on his desk, Pearce asked for a summary, given they already had plenty of information, brought down from London while Pearce was trying to get Hazard ready for sea. Most of it related to the terms of the Treaty of Basle, which had ended the two-year-long War of the Pyrenees, fought on both the east and west coasts of Iberia.

The Dons had made early and substantial gains, but it didn’t last. Once properly deployed, the forces of revolutionary France had pushed them back over their own borders, so the Spaniards had been obliged to sue for peace, which produced a strange outcome. It had been assumed the terms came with a price, but the territory taken by a victorious French army was given up, the previous border restored, with no financial reparations demanded.

The question of what had been traded for such a generous settlement was now solved in the letters from Dundas. The Dons had ceded the eastern two-thirds of the Caribbean island they called Hispaniola, to give Paris possession of the whole, which would now be named Saint Domingue.

‘Possession?’ Oliphant scoffed. ‘There’s nothing to give up, the whole island is probably now under the control of ex-slaves.’

‘Who, if you recall, have pledged allegiance to France.’

The French no longer really controlled their third of the island; the slave revolt five years past, led by a Toussaint l’Overture, had sent packing any planters and their families who’d not be slaughtered. Yet he had quickly made known his loyalty to France, while the revolutionaries in Paris, to accommodate his demands, abolished slavery, a move much applauded by Pearce père et fils along with a goodly section of international opinion.

Control of the island by France was an outcome to seriously affect the balance of power in the region and not in favour of Britannia. It might not be as sound as Paris would wish, but anything that advanced French interests in those waters was taken as a threat to the British Sugar Islands.

‘Dundas thinks the French have done well, possibly too well for merely withdrawing their armies, so he fears there may be other concessions. Yet there’s also an assertion by the Spanish ambassador, who is desperate for another subsidy from London, that both peace and treaty are merely a delaying tactic to buy time. He has assured Dundas the Dons will take up arms once more, when they’ve rebuilt both their army and border defences and have the funds to pay them.’

‘He could be lying.’

‘Really’ came with the requisite amount of irony. ‘It matters not. Whatever he’s telling our government will be on instructions from Madrid.’

‘Where we, too, surely have an ambassador.’

‘He’ll be getting the same story.’

‘Which leaves much up in the air.’

‘He is at us again to proceed with all speed, so when you read the correspondence, take note of the dates. This tells you how much lingering in the Thames and your shenanigans with that merchantman have cost us in terms of time. The courier and his pigeons have been waiting for ten days.’

There was an underlying sense of injustice there. Oliphant was, in reality, no more than a passenger aboard Hazard and, as such, any gains that accrued from the aforesaid capture would normally do nothing to fill his purse. As a sop, Pearce had rated him as a midshipman, which, if it granted him something, ranked as tiny compared to those with whom he shared the wardroom. It was in the nature of sailors to talk of spending their windfalls long before they had them in hand, and he dined with the ship’s officers, so the difference in anticipated reward had to be a running if unmentioned sore.

‘Which tells anyone who cares to enquire,’ Pearce insisted, ‘Dundas is no sailor. It’s not unknown for ships to take a month to get from the Thames to the Lizard.’

‘Oh, I know, time and tide and all that rot.’ Ignoring the glare this got, Oliphant continued. ‘The most important communication is to tell us our initial destination has changed. Dundas wants to know what’s happening on the western side of the Pyrenees as well as the east, so that’s where we must first seek out information. We’re to send him a message by pigeon on anything we discover.’

Oliphant carried on, explaining Dundas was desperate to know, being in receipt of mixed messages, what, if anything, could come next. Would Spain remain as a sound and committed member of the present league against France, if not on her own borders, in the waters of the Mediterranean, which depended on a scoundrel called Manuel Godoy.

The country might be a monarchy, but it was common gossip, both King and Queen were in thrall to their powerful chief minister. Godoy had risen rapidly from being a mere member of the Royal Guard to achieve power at age twenty-five, this in a country where royal officials tended to the septuagenarian.

Reputedly a handsome cove, and suave, malicious rumour had him as lover to the Queen, seen as probably true, if not paramour simultaneously to both her and the King. This was an accusation too common with royalty everywhere to have much credence, but what could not be gainsaid was his grip on policy. To this was added the most telling factor: He was known to be no great devotee of the present coalition, one which was as much a wonder to most within the British Isles.

If there was an enemy in the lexicon of historical British foes, it was Catholic Spain, not least in the national myth of the Armada. In what was seen as a fit of monarchical solidarity, the Dons had elected to fight the regicides of Paris. Their fleet had been deployed alongside the Royal Navy at Toulon, taking an equal part in both the capture of the main French naval base as well as suffering the subsequent loss.

There had been a degree of bad blood following the need to evacuate Toulon because the intention had been to leave nothing of value behind. Naval stores were to be utterly destroyed, a task that fell to the British. The French capital ships taken at anchor, when the main naval base was captured, were to be likewise set on fire. Yet in too many cases, this had failed to occur, the Spaniards, to whom this assignment fell, too slow to carry out the allotted task.

The suspicion arose and could not be quieted; had it been deliberate? A purposeful dereliction, to avoid favouring their British allies too much, for the time may come when they would revert to being mortal enemies. It was a suspicion that could neither be proved nor dismissed, with the Spanish capital ships then withdrawing to Port Mahon in Minorca, seemingly now in no mood to put to sea once more and re-join the fight.

Pearce, who’d stopped there on the way back from the Tuscan port of Leghorn, had been able to pass to Dundas his impression this could be on orders from Madrid. Further disturbing information, to back up his contention, had been provided at his next port of call by the governor of Gibraltar, Sir David Rose. He had raised the spectre of serious difficulty for his vital station in the near future.

Might Godoy be edging towards outright hostility? If there was one secret protocol on the Treaty of Basel, there could be more, making it essential to find out his and his country’s intentions. Gibraltar, connected to the Spanish mainland, having been placed under siege more than once, could never cease to be a worry. Yet the impact this might have on the Royal Navy vessels masking Toulon, under the command of Sir John Jervis, could be calamitous.

If Spain swung decisively against Britain to the point of war, Jervis would be faced, far from home and support, while massively outnumbered, by a combined French and Spanish fleet. This might lead to a battle he would struggle to win and one his nation could not afford to lose.

Pearce found himself harbouring feelings of increasing resentment as Oliphant related the ministerial concerns. It was all very well for the likes of Henry Dundas to badger, but this took no account of his difficulties, even before you accounted for the possibility of delay brought about by foul weather.

He’d been ordered to take over a well-manned ship, only to see it stripped of its experienced crew and competent officers by a malicious Admiralty, with no idea if such an action had been a ploy to humbug Dundas or to personally spite him. It took a while to calm down, to come round to the view it made no odds.

Besides, he was damned if he was going to show any kind of bitter reaction in front of Oliphant, lounging on cushions atop the casement lockers with a smug expression on his face. He would be waiting for, as well as relishing the thought of, a vocal explosion of resentment. Pearce was damned if he would give him the satisfaction of letting his feelings show.

This would have held but for the arrival of Midshipman Maclehose. The eldest of his midshipmen knocked and entered, to tell his captain a verbal message had come from the port admiral, carried by a civilian clerk in a hired wherry. This was a demand to know when he planned to weigh, since his berth was required.

‘The messenger also said,’ the lanky youngster added, a nervous note in his soft Scottish burr. ‘Since we’re not on the Channel Fleet or Falmouth establishment, his superior saw no need to make up on our needs in food, wood, and water from his stores.’

‘Which tells you, young man,’ Oliphant said with a sneer, ‘something I suspect you already know. For advancement in the King’s Navy, you’ve nailed your colours to the wrong mast.’

Clearly preparing to expand on this with more of his so-called wit, Pearce cut him off, throwing the retied bundle of letters into his lap. ‘I don’t recall that my cabin is, for you, a place of repose.’

‘Oh dear,’ came the reply, delivered with studied serenity, as he stood and made to leave. ‘Wounded pride.’

It was the sandy-haired midshipman who blushed, not his captain. He’d known Oliphant long enough to expect no other kind of response. For Pearce, the wound to his pride, which he felt acutely, was something he again wished to keep hidden. It was a near-blasphemous discourtesy, one made deeply personal by being sent by the hand of a civilian messenger.

The admiral was within his rights to deny him the items listed, yet it was anything but normal behaviour. The man had no idea what HMS Hazard carried in the way of stores. For all he knew the crew could be on short commons, so it was nothing less than a studied, deliberate, and likely soon-to-be-public insult. The anchorage was busy, but hardly overcrowded, which also made it nonsense to talk of needing the berth.

‘Are they waiting for a reply?’

‘They are, sir’ came out guardedly.

‘Then kindly tell the fellow, we are in no need of assistance and also stress this. I will take the liberty of letting the admiral’s attitude and actions be known to the powers that be in Whitehall. Not least, this will include the King’s First Minister, upon whose business we are presently engaged. Make sure he understands the last part and have him repeat it.’

‘Aye aye, sir.’

‘And, Mr Maclehose, please tell the premier to make preparation to weigh as soon as the tide permits.’

He was on deck when the time came, observing the various activities being carried out, this done with less-than-sparkling efficiency. There would be others watching, not least that damned admiral, as well as, no doubt, a gaggle of his officers. Each would be competing to make the most degrading comment, and there was much to disparage. Hazard was slow over the anchor, while the catting and fishing of the article took time, added to no end of shouted frustration.

Benjamin Hallowell finally gave the orders that sent aloft the topmen to let fall the sails, and this looked reasonably smart. In all of his tyro crew, the men carrying out this duty were the ones, young and less set in their ways, who’d shown a modicum of application. Their less-adept mates were on deck, their actions requiring no more than pulling on ropes. In this they were guided by Pearce’s good friends Michael O’Hagan, Charlie Taverner, and Rufus Dommet.

The trio proudly termed themselves Pelicans, as did Pearce, boon companions with whom he’d been pressed into the navy from a tavern thus named. Truly seaman now, they were overseeing the sheeting home and this, too, while not crack-frigate impressive, went quite well. HMS Hazard’s sails took the wind and, with creaking timbers, she got under way.

‘One day,’ he said, very softly, in his mind the vision of a gaggle of sneering officers. ‘You will be struck dumb by what this ship will become. I’ll make you eat your jeering.’

‘Sir?’ asked a curious Midshipman Livingstone, a lad so young and small in stature, he was known as the Mite.

‘Nothing, lad,’ Pearce replied, patting his shoulder.

‘The salute, sir?’ called Hallowell as they came abreast of Admiralty House, home to the flag officer who wanted them gone.

This was merely a request for when, not if, given it was common practice to salute the flag of the resident senior officer on both arrival and departure. It was with a feeling of savage delight Pearce responded to his premier, indeed to the whole crew on deck, even if he knew, in future, it would be held as yet another mark against his name.

‘I think,’ he called out in a carrying voice, so to include the whole crew. ‘This is one occasion when no such courtesy is required.’












Chapter Two

Edward Druce was a man of fixed habits, so much so, any deviation was a thing to be remarked upon. Thus, a decision to forgo his breakfast within the confines of his own home, to decide to partake of it elsewhere, was bound to be the cause of speculation, not least by a wife accustomed to catering for his morning presence.

He could hardly tell her his brother-in-law was the cause, yet it was the truth. Not a man he’d ever been inordinately fond of, the constant appearance of Denby Carruthers at the breakfast table bore down on Druce like a sword aimed at his very soul. This was made doubly unbearable by the way his sister treated her brother like some visiting deity. In her eyes he could do no wrong.

This enforced lodger had been obliged to quit his own substantial house in the city, in order to avoid the constant attention of the morbidly curious, folk who wished to visit the home of his late wife, the victim of a most heinous and bloody crime. Crowds gathering outside was bad enough, but there were those bold enough in their ghoulish curiosity to haul on the bell pull and request an interview, even to petition for entry to the late woman’s private quarters. 

Pamphleteers, wielding their pens in lurid words and images, made sure the story of the murder of Catherine Carruthers was kept both alive and profitable. This had been extended because Cornelius Gherson, the man accused of her sexual molestation, then carnal mutilation, in a trial by jury, had been found innocent. This left open the obvious speculation: If he wasn’t guilty, then who was?

The usual rules of a nine-day wonder had thus failed to apply, first prolonged from the actual crime, then the sensational trial and its result. It thus had made what was supposed to be temporary relocation by Denby into one that had lasted for close to a month. Edward Druce knew more than was good for him about the nature of his brother-in-law, as well as the circumstances of the crime. This presented a problem of tangled loyalties added, in his more vivid imaginings, to a potential threat to his own person.

To arrive at the offices of Ommaney and Druce in the Strand did not bring any sense of relief. There he was faced with the fallout from a previous association with none other than the named villain. It was one the firm of prize agents, of which he was a partner, had been required to pay out a substantial sum of money to the widow of Captain Ralph Barclay, Cornelius Gherson’s late employer and their one-time client. Barclay had been very successful in the taking of valuable enemy prize vessels, the proceeds of which were substantial and overseen by the company.

Questionable trades on the Barclay account, facilitated by Gherson, had left the firm exposed to a hefty bill. Despite each transaction being jointly agreed, it had been Druce’s duty to oversee the day-to-day arrangements. Added to this was the subsequent and voluminous correspondence, the truth of what was taking place hidden from their client, if not his clerk. This allowed his partner, Francis Ommaney, senior in both experience and the level of his investment, to act as if Druce was somehow the sole malefactor.

Thus the atmosphere within their suite of rooms was far from contented, quite the opposite, given the strain on the company finances. Hints were being dropped by Ommaney of a dissolution of the firm, a move that would leave Druce exposed to potential bankruptcy and incarceration in a debtor’s gaol. The only man who could save him, should it come to such a pass, was the very same person who’d bankrolled him initially and to whom he still owed money. None other than his damned brother-in-law.

Business had to go on, given the firm looked after the financial interests of a great number of naval officers. This, given the nature of their clients, added to the circumstances attending on the taking of prizes, generated a great deal of correspondence. Too much of this was with lawyers employed to argue for and against claims in the Admiralty Prize Court. Then there were disputes over value, since agreements on the level of remuneration a serving officer should receive for a successful capture were never simple.

This was endlessly complicated when more than one vessel was involved in an action, the only thing to make it palatable being the fees Ommaney and Druce could levy for their efforts. The Battle of the Glorious First of June, two years past, was a case in point, the subject of numerous competing claims, hardly surprising given the defeat of the French fleet yielded a reward for vessels captured, as well as gun money for everything from cannons to muskets.

In addition came the value of weapons like pikes and even knives, crews taken prisoner. Added too, were what stores they carried in their holds, down to the very last nail, barrel of tar, and bolt of canvas. In a fleet action, several vessels engaged simultaneously, with each individual commanding officer entering claims. All were utterly convinced their ship had done more sterling service than their contemporaries, indeed going as far as to utterly dismiss certain assertions.

This doubled in disputes between the lower-ranking admirals, the only one secure in his reward being “Black Dick” Howe. He commanded, and still did, the Channel Fleet. He was, in essence, though he showed little inclination to do so, the one person who could arbitrate in these disagreements.

‘Writing to him is getting us nowhere, Druce, and I seriously doubt we’re the only folk doing so. Someone will have to coach down to Bath and beard the old fool to get the answers we require.’

Francis Ommaney, a man of substantial belly and high colour, in a face of bulging cheeks and full lips, pronounced this with the air of a rhetorical point: He was not suggesting for one second he make such a tedious journey and to such an awkward personage.

‘He’s not an easy man to get to see, Francis.’

Druce suffered a certain pang then, one of which he was only too familiar. In just the way they named each other stood the very nature of their relationship. Ommaney rarely used his given name and then only when, and this was annoyingly obvious, he was seeking some favour or petty advantage.

‘How the devil the old sod can command the Channel Fleet from Bath escapes me.’

This was taken as a deliberate change of subject, a ruse by Ommaney to indicate the decision about the need for the journey and who should make it had been made. A few weeks past and Druce might have challenged it; now he was not sure he dare, which took no cognisance of another worry.

What could happen if he were absent for any length of time. Things might take place of which he would be unaware. In a partnership that relied on trust, he was far from sure he now enjoyed or had any.

‘I suggest another letter be tried, firm in its composition.’

‘Firm?’

‘He’s too complacent, too successful, Francis, with his own profits from the Glorious First secured and basking in the gratitude of the nation. Let us hint at a move from his inferior officers to claw back some of what he’s received in prize money and have it paid to them.’

‘He will see it as vexatious, Druce.’

‘As long as it displeases him enough to stir him from his sulphurous baths.’

‘And if it fails?’ came with a cold stare.

‘We will know in a few days. To such a threat to his own purse he’s bound to respond. If we can see no progress, I will undertake to challenge him face-to-face.’

Ommaney moved with surprising speed and grace for a man of his bulk, so quickly his affirmative agreement to this course of action was delivered over his shoulder, leaving his partner to reflect he was as light on his feet as he was flexible in his principles. Also, if the attitude of Admiral Lord Howe was of concern, it was, at present, a secondary one.

From a desk drawer he took out two sketches given to him by the well-known and successful thief-taker Walter Hodgson, these laid on his desk and, not for the first time, subjected to concerned examination. There was a strong element of self-pity in the thoughts and memories such perusal produced, the recollection of acts and favours that had seemed blameless at the time. They had, in reality, drawn him into a conspiracy and may have made him, in his darkest reflections, an accessory to murder.

He’d certainly been inveigled into an attempt at the same crime, three years previously, in providing to his brother-in-law a couple of press-gang hard bargains. These bullies were to be employed to chastise, with a sound beating, the young and handsome buck of a clerk who had, while residing within the walls of his own house, cuckolded Denby Carruthers.

Edward Druce had no knowledge of the Gherson name then and was now wishing it had remained that way. Denby, furious at what he saw as the seduction of his wife, Catherine, had gone much further than he’d hinted at when the request was made. It was impossible, given what he’d subsequently discovered, to imagine Denby’s intentions had been anything other than permanent removal.

He now knew the proposed victim to be the very same Cornelius Gherson. It was he who’d lain with Denby’s much younger wife. The cuckold was thrown off London Bridge with the certainty, in a fast-flowing Thames, the sod would drown. Here was a crime reckoned to be without much in the way of consequence. Any such person so disposed of would end up as just another cadaver pulled from the water.

Half a dozen such finds a day were not uncommon, the bodies sold to the dissecting ghouls at St Bart’s Hospital learning to be surgeons. Failing such an outcome, the victim would wash up on a sandbank downriver, a bloated, unidentifiable corpse. Gherson had indeed been tossed over the parapet but had also, miraculously, survived.

The pair of faces he was looking at now, sketched representations, were far from pretty, both villainous looking with one seriously facially scarred. The pair looked to be evil personified. If Hodgson was right, they might be the murderers and abusers of Catherine Carruthers, seeking in their actions to pin the blame on Gherson, which would see him hang. The troubling question was stark. To whose benefit did it accrue? Had they acted on their own volition or on behalf of another? If the latter, there was only one possible candidate.

The prospect of returning home went from being unwelcome to abhorrent, which had him call for his clerk to send a message to his wife, to say his workload this day was so heavy he would not be home for supper. The next request was brought on by hope rather than certainty, looking for aid to a man he felt had betrayed him already. Providing services to the widow of Captain Barclay while simultaneously working for Ommaney and Druce should have made this impossible.

‘You know where to find the fellow Hodgson. Ask him to call upon me at his earliest convenience.’ There was a pause, caused by the sight of those two penned and unprepossessing faces, a consideration of where it all might lead. ‘It may be necessary to hint at an enhanced reward for his services.’


‘I fail to see the need for an establishment of your own, when you’re perfectly free to stay here as my guest for as long as you please.’

There was no polite way for Emily Barclay to say, staying in someone else’s home was never quite the same as one’s own, regardless of circumstances. Heinrich Lutyens was a dear friend, the closest she had, and he’d been kindness itself. In spite of the complications of her relationship with John Pearce, Emily knew she had to make a life for herself and their son. This was hard to accomplish as a guest, however welcome.

Being married to Ralph Barclay had radically changed her life, not all of it in a way anticipated. She’d come to so despise him, the thought of living under the same roof was anathema. Having separated from him, then embarked on an affair and become a mother, allied to the absences this had entailed, had turned her into a very different person. Even residence in her own family home felt altered enough to induce disquiet.

She was no longer a child, to live within the constraints imposed by her parents, however well-meaning they might be. The three years since leaving as a girl bride turned her into a woman in every respect. Time spent in Italy especially, added to her liaison with John Pearce, meant she’d seen a different world. This drove home the limitations of what was a very provincial setting.

Necessity had brought her to London but, in a short time, Emily had seen it as a better place to reside. As the widow of a successful naval captain, she was a woman of more than independent means, doubly so since her claim against Ommaney and Druce had been settled. Just into her twenties, she would, when her period of mourning came to an end, be able to launch herself into society.

She could cast aside the widow’s weeds convention obliged her to wear. Black garments, which drove home a feeling of deep hypocrisy every time she caught sight of herself in a mirror. Emily Barclay could hardly be said to regret her late husband’s passing, but society expected her to show the opposite and to this she must conform.

Added to this was another more pressing consideration. She had every intention of marrying John Pearce, but before this could happen, he must pay court to her as a respectable widow. He would be required to do so for some time, so decency was not offended. Such attention would be so much easier to undertake in a bustling metropolis than in her sleepy Somerset home. In Frome, everyone knew each other’s business and was ever ready to perceive scandal, even where none existed.

‘You’d find us a burden eventually, Heinrich,’ she said in an emollient tone. ‘Adam does not trouble you now, but it won’t be long before he’s crawling around your feet and, may God provide patience, when he’s walking and beginning to talk.’

Much as Lutyens sought to hide his consternation at the prospect, he lacked either the guile or the features in a somewhat fish-like face to carry it off, which made his verbal response sound very insincere.

‘Perhaps I could come to welcome it.’

‘You will be very welcome to indulge Adam when you come to visit, which will not be hard, since I intend to look for a property close by.’

The ringing of the doorbell was enough to distract them both, to conclude a conversation that, continued, might cease to be pleasant. Lutyens not being much of a social creature, he did not appear to have many friends and so was wont to overvalue those he did possess. There was also the fact he, at one time, even if nothing had ever been said, had harboured hopes of a relationship with Emily himself.

She’d worked alongside him in Toulon, nursing the wounded in the hospital he’d set up to treat battle casualties, the port under siege by the forces of the Revolution. Being in close proximity over several weeks, as well as a growing bond of friendship, had no doubt fuelled his hopes. It was a blessing, seeing them dashed had not affected either his regard for her or the man on whom she had come to bestow her affections.

The door opened to reveal the footman with a letter on a silver salver, this passed to his employer. Lutyens examined it before passing it to Emily, given it was addressed to her. As soon as she looked at the writing, it caused her to bite her lip.

‘Gherson. I know his hand.’

‘Don’t open it,’ Lutyens insisted, ‘it will only distress you.’

‘Wondering what the schemer is up to while not knowing would distress me more.’ Emily broke the plain wax seal and unfolded the single sheet, reading it swiftly before passing it over.

‘A request for money doesn’t surprise me, Heinrich.’ This engendered a humourless chuckle as the missive was read. ‘But no threat, which has ever been the case before.’

‘Can he still be a threat?’

﻿‘It may not say so, but it is there between the lines. It is true I have done well out of bearding my husband’s prize agents . . .’

‘No more than your due’ was a hasty interjection.

If this was correct, it failed to measure the scale of what Ommaney and Druce had been obliged to pay. Not only all the monies they still held on her husband’s account, but a large additional sum, one calculated to make up for the expropriations gained by their nefarious dealings on Captain Barclay’s account. Added to this was the substantial compound interest due on the difference.

It was a hard truth to acknowledge, but none of those monies would have come her way without Gherson. He, as Ralph Barclay’s clerk, had been the sole channel of communication between the prize agents and their client, able himself to benefit financially from concealing the true nature of the fraudulent trades. A portion of the Barclay account had been used to launch highly risky investments, subsequently boosted by their own funds, to secretly raise the stock price to a ridiculous level.

At which point Ommaney and Druce would sell out at a profit, leaving Ralph Barclay and other investors to bear the losses on the scheme’s collapse. Given the major portion of the Barclay fund was working as it should, such malpractice was easy to explain away as the normal workings of the market.

‘I doubt,’ Lutyens suggested, ‘he’ll be any more upright as a purser than he’s been in any other walk of life. The man is wedded to criminality. If John were here, he’d point out to meet such a request opens you up to being endlessly importuned.’

If this had to be acknowledged, Emily wondered if either man understood her position, regardless of the fact, especially in the case of John Pearce, it had been explained to him dozens of times. She was the mother of a child conceived out of wedlock, a married woman who’d had an adulterous affair. The nature of this had already been subjected to a degree of speculation by suspicious minds, her only salvation being irrefutable evidence of her infidelity was lacking. Gherson could provide that.

It made no odds Ralph Barclay had turned out to be far from the man she’d thought she was marrying, nor how much parental pressure had acted in her decision to accept his proposal. None of this would matter if the truth of Adam’s illegitimacy became common knowledge, a stain that could destroy her and be left with him to carry throughout his life.

His father might say he didn’t care and she had to believe him: Society would, and therefore so did she. Thus, anything that was required to protect the truth had to be met. Gherson knew how little she’d seen of her husband after Toulon, as well as how estranged they’d become. He knew a legitimate conception for her child was impossible, just as he could point the finger at the real father.

This was why he’d communicated with her from prison, seeking her help to prove his innocence. She’d paid for Gherson’s defence, employing the brilliant advocacy of William Garrow, the only lawyer who had a hope of getting him off the charge of murder. Thanks to information gleaned by Walter Hodgson, Emily had no doubt Gherson was indeed blameless, probably, given his background, for the first time in his miserable life.

The arrangement on acquittal had been for him to proceed to Portsmouth, armed with a letter from her as Captain Barclay’s widow. This attested to his sterling character, so he could get another place as a captain’s clerk. But in this, he claimed to have been unsuccessful. True or false, there was no way to tell from a distance, while the thought of her coaching to Portsmouth to beard him in person was impossible on several counts.

Not least, she found his presence and his carnal insinuations, and always had since the first meeting, to be repulsive. There was, however, a possible solution, an emissary she could send who knew, and this had been proved already, how to be both discreet and firm with such a slippery character.

‘I think, Heinrich, I will require the aid of Mr Hodgson once more.’












Chapter Three

For John Pearce the wind had not only eased, it had swung round to the northwest so, by mid-morning, two days out from Falmouth, the ship was off Ushant, the British sailor’s corruption for the French Iles d’Ouessant. These formed a deadly outcrop of islands and reefs off the tip of Brittany, marking the point at which a vessel could be said to have finally left the English Channel.

They lay in an area of huge tidal flows, vicious cross currents and varying winds. Despite this, Pearce had Hazard steer closer than was strictly required, making sure the crew were treated to the sight, albeit at a fair distance, of what a lethal menace they presented. Troubled white water marked the iron-bound shoreline, while spume-filled spouts sprang from rocky outcrops, some barely visible on the surface, sobering in its effect.

It was also necessary, employing a pun on the name of the ship, to loudly point out there were other unseen dangers, just covered by water, lying ahead, this to drive home a simple fact. The seas through which they would sail contained equally perilous hazards, underlining a message he’d been repeating ever since these quota men first came aboard.

Strict obedience to any given instruction and absolute attention to their duties was essential. Not to do so, on a shore like the one before them, could see a ship founder, in seas where rescue was impossible and death by drowning a certainty.

‘Mr Worricker, a course to take us well clear now, if you please.’

Out in the open sea, on a steady and regular Atlantic swell, life became more comfortable for the majority, if not all. This was something to which those few still suffering the mal de mer would, over time, become inured. It also allowed Pearce a future in which he could look forward to enjoying some proper rest, the downside being the need to catch up with the numerous other responsibilities that fell to the captain of a warship.

He was afforded time to take the full measure of his standing officers, as well as, after time at sea, to inspect the areas for which they were responsible. He also sought their views of who in the crew were showing well, as against those who could never aspire to any other duty than mindlessly hauling on a rope. This saw some suggested for temporary positions as mates or yeomen in the various disciplines overseen by the master, bosun, gunner, and carpenter.

Likewise, he was afforded a chance to quiz his Pelicans, albeit formally, in the presence of Mr Hallowell. Michael O’Hagan was holding down the position of master-at-arms, just one of the many areas in which the ship was lacking a properly experienced petty officer. Charlie Taverner and Rufus Dommet had been rated as watch captains, so were, in working with the quota men, closer to the crew than any commissioned officer could ever be. They were thus able to give advice on who might, with encouragement and help, improve their level of skill.

Those named were then called into the cabin, the aforementioned having departed, to be individually addressed and heartened by their commanding officer. He made a point of emphasising, feeling slightly fraudulent in doing so, what was possible in the future. If they studied their various crafts, in a service always in need of expertise, it could lead to positions of responsibility.

In time this might be aboard larger vessels up to ships of the line, granting them the pay and status that went with such increased responsibility. The truth was, such elevation depended on recommendations from highly regarded captains; any from him might be the opposite of helpful.

About to retire at the day’s end, he felt reasonably content. If things were far from perfect and real efficiency a long way off, the ship was making decent progress, on a set course and sailing easy on a regular swell. The overnight watches would be taken under experienced hands, so he could look forward to something he’d sorely missed these last ten days. An untroubled night for, once in his cot, sleep should some easily.

Quite apart from his own weariness, the regular creaking of the timbers, as well as the sigh of the wind as it whistled through the rigging, would always provide a sure aid to sending him under. Yet, as ever, there was an interlude when his mind turned to other matters, those he’d left behind, as well as the contents of the letter he’d sent to Emily. Not that they occupied his thinking for long: Why brood on matters about which you could, at present, do nothing?

So, eyes closed, he imagined on a happier prospect, in which he envisaged a life of settled happiness, free from any of the concerns of naval life, a warm place to be and one into which he could happily drift off. This rendered the knock on the door of his sleeping cabin most unwelcome.

‘Mr Hallowell’s compliments, sir, but he believes it necessary to request your presence on deck.’

There was no choice but to reply in the affirmative. ‘Thank you, Mr Livingstone. Please inform him I will be there presently.’

His premier was not the type to ask without purpose. Born in what had been the American colonies and related to a captain of the same name, the very experienced Hallowell had been sent to him as a favour by the commanding admiral at Portsmouth.

Sir Peter Parker was a rare creature, who cared nothing for the crabbed opinions of his fellow flag officers or the officials and senior naval personnel who ran the Admiralty. Secure in both his rank and the depth of his purse, thanks to a three-year spell of command in the West Indies, he could ignore their prejudices, to become the only senior officer from whom Pearce had been in receipt of kindness.

Admiral Sir John Jervis was the polar opposite, a man known for his trenchant opinions and strict discipline. He had sent Pearce back from the Mediterranean to get rid of a man he saw as unfit for either the duty or the rank he occupied. Given this, Sir Peter had posited the possibility, along with the despatches carried, would have come another less official communication to their lordships of the Admiralty. This would suggest John Pearce, in the Jervis opinion, was not fit for future employment.

It was sad to reflect, without Dundas and his intelligence requirements, it was a view that would resonate with almost the entire service. This meant the best he could hope for was life on the beach as a half-pay lieutenant. Given the problems in his relationship with Emily Barclay, this was not a prospect to savour. Wrapping himself in his boat cloak, knowing these depressing thoughts had to be dismissed, he made his way up and out into the stygian darkness, the sound of cooing pigeons coming from the pantry as he passed by.

It was a night in which thick cloud obscured both the moon and the stars, leaving only a tiny modicum of seawater phosphoresce as illumination. As he came close to the faint light of the binnacle, his attention was drawn to a rippling orange glow, reflected off the clouds far out to sea, followed in a few seconds by the faintest of booms, surely caused by cannon fire.

‘Third salvo, sir,’ Hallowell said, confirming it was not the only other possibility, an explosion, before apologising for disturbing him.

‘You marked the time of the first sighting?’ was an automatic enquiry.

‘Aye aye, sir. I felt the need to know what you would make of it.’

In the reflection from the binnacle, the face might be indistinct, but not the tone of voice. With its distinct twang, it betrayed Hallowell’s curiosity about what might follow. The natural response would be to close with the evidence, but Hazard was sailing on a specific mission upon which many a delay had already been imposed. This Hallowell knew, even if he was unaware of the exact purpose, which made questionable how his captain would respond.

There were many factors on which to ponder and one was their proximity to the coast of France. They were passing through waters made dangerous by more than rocky seaboards and hidden reefs. Not far to the south of their present position lay the Goulet, the entrance to Brest, the main Atlantic base of the enemy fleet. Pearce had ensured the master set them on a course to avoid it by a wide margin.

Another set of flashes lit up the western cloud base, he counting on his fingers the time between the sight and the sound, trying to calculate the distance, as he would for thunder and lightning. He concluded, when he got above ten, it had to be many miles distant, which did nothing to provide enlightenment.

Yet one notion
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