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            AN AUCTION

          

        

      

    

    
      July 1815, Naval auction, Portsmouth, Sussex, England

      A cacophony of voices sounded around Captain Edward Poulsen, some speaking English, two speaking German, another arguing in Spanish, and a myriad of other foreign languages adding to the mix inside the makeshift naval auction hall. Outside, a drizzle continued to soak the wooden docks of Portsmouth.

      “Our next ship is the 64-gun, two-decker warship, Caton. She was built in 1777 and captured from the French,” the auctioneer called out. “Owned by the British Navy, this fine specimen saw action and is admittedly in need of some repairs to make her seaworthy.”

      “She’s got a hole in her hull!” someone in the crowd called out. A wave of chuckles swept through those assembled, although Edward wasn’t one of those who was amused. He’d been on deck when a French cannonball had breached the hull. At least the comment might dissuade others from bidding on the ship he had commanded for over four years. He’d been its first mate for many years before taking the wheel when the captain had been promoted.

      The noise in the hall lessened, and an older gentleman called out, “One-hundred pounds.”

      Annoyed he hadn’t been able to attempt a higher starting bid, the auctioneer sighed. “One-hundred pounds has been bid for a ship that cost over thirty-eight-thousand pounds to build,” he called out in a voice tinged with annoyance.

      Edward knew if he bid two-hundred pounds, the older gentleman would simply counter the bid. They would shout out numbers back and forth until one of them finally gave up and waited for the next ship to come up for bid.

      “One-thousand,” Edward called out, which had the small crowd reacting with surprise.

      Caught off-guard, the auctioneer stared at Edward. “Sold!” he yelled, not giving anyone else an opportunity to counter the captain’s bid.

      The noise once again increased as Edward made his way toward the front of the hall. “Did I hear right? You just bought your own ship?”

      Edward turned to see his old friend and fellow naval commander, Paul Jacobs, regarding him with a smirk. “It is, but now it’s mine,” he said with a huge grin. “Why are you here?”

      “Thought I’d see what’s being sold off,” Paul replied as he joined him on the way to the auctioneer’s table. “You never know. There might be one I like better than my own Fate’s Destiny,” he went on.

      “So privateering is paying off for you?” Edward asked, curious to hear what his friend had to say on the matter. He had struggled with the matter of what he was going to do with his life now that the Napoleonic wars were over. His services to the British Navy were no longer required.

      “Pay’s far better than being a British naval officer,” Paul replied.

      “Well, that’s good to hear, because privateering is what I’m about to do.”

      Paul scoffed. “There’s plenty of work to go ’round, now that the war is over. I’ve had to turn down three jobs in just the past month.”

      Edward’s eyes rounded. “Very good to know. Where are you off to next?” he asked.

      “Havre. I have some cargo to fetch for a client in Cornwall.” He pulled a chronometer from his waistcoat pocket. “I’d best get going. I told my crew we would push off at three of the clock.”

      Pulling his chronometer from his waistcoat pocket, Edward winced when he saw the time. He had a thought the two might head to a nearby pub for a pint. Learning who might be in need of a privateer would give him an advantage when repairs on the Caton were complete. “Well, may the wind be with you,” he said as he shook hands with the other captain.

      “And with you.” Jacobs disappeared in the crowd as Edward faced the auctioneer’s staff.

      “Only buying the one ship today?” a middle-aged man asked from behind the cluttered table, his manner suggesting his purchase was more bother than it was worth his time.

      “Aye,” Edward replied, pulling his purse from inside his topcoat pocket. At first, he thought the man was joking, but he remembered the number of bidders who had been calling out bids on more than one ship. Agents from shipping companies, no doubt, charged with acquiring multiple ships  to expand their fleets.

      “That will be one-thousand pounds plus forty for the papers.”

      Edward bristled at having to pay extra for the documentation to prove he owned the ship. “Where can I find her?” has asked as he signed a series of papers. When he’d last limped into port two months prior—the damage from the cannonball was high enough up that the Caton hadn’t sunk into the Channel—he had left it in a berth near the repair yards. When he’d walked past that area earlier that morning, the ship wasn’t there.

      The auctioneer’s assistant pulled a paper from a stack in front of him and frowned. “She should be in dry dock,” he murmured. “Hull’s got a hole, and she’ll need a scraping,” he added, referring to the barnacles that probably covered the entire bottom of the ship. “But according to this, she’s in berth seven,” he said as he handed the final paper to Edward. “Sign at the bottom.”

      Edward signed the paper and handed it back along with a wad of bank notes. “I’ll need proof of ownership,” he said.

      “Right here,” the clerk said as he gave him a sheaf of papers. “If you’re boarded, show this,” he said as he pointed to the paper on top.

      “How long can she stay where she is?” Edward asked, his attention on the papers.

      “Naval operations is requesting ships be claimed within the week,” the clerk replied. “Unless you’re employing them for repairs, then you’ll want to see the crew chief.”

      “Seems fair,” Edward replied. Although he knew several shipbuilders who worked in the naval yard at Portsmouth, he wasn’t certain he would use their services. Enough former naval men had banded together and gone into business for themselves doing repairs that he thought to employ one of the new companies to do the work on the hull. He also wanted the Caton painted and its new moniker added—Black Cat.

      “Navy wants to know what you intend to do with the ship, Captain,” the clerk said as he consulted a checklist. “With a reminder that you cannot use it for smuggling.”

      Edward bristled at the implication that he would be using the warship he had commanded for over four years to smuggle contraband. “I’m a privateer now,” he stated. “My ship will be available for hire unless I’m already transporting legitimate cargo.”

      The clerk nodded. “Very good, Captain.”

      Edward turned to take his leave, nearly colliding with the gentleman who had opened the bidding on the Caton.
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            AN OFFER

          

        

      

    

    
      Dressed in a topcoat made of navy superfine and wearing Nankeen breeches and a red waistcoat, the middle-aged man smelled of fine cologne. He held a silver-topped cane in one gloved hand, but obviously didn’t need it to walk. A beaver top hat was tucked under the same arm that held the cane.

      “Pardon, sir,” Edward said, attempting to move around the man.

      “Arthur Pendragon,” the man said, holding out his right hand. “Pendragon Imports.”

      Edward blinked and belatedly shook the man’s hand, about to make a joke of the man’s name. Did his parents really name him after the fabled king of the round table? “Captain Poulsen,” he countered.

      “I take it you have a history with the Caton?”

      Realizing he wasn’t going to be able to leave without answering the gentleman, Edward said, “I was her captain, yes,” he replied. “Four years, and her first mate before that.”

      “We’d like to hire you,” Pendragon stated.

      Edward furrowed a brow. “My ship isn’t even sea-worthy,” he said. “I expect it will be a fortnight or more before she is.”

      “That’s fine,” Pendragon replied. “The timeline works perfectly for our needs.”

      Curious as to what the importer’s needs might be, Edward’s gaze darted about to ensure no one was eavesdropping on their conversation. “And what might those needs be?” he countered, indicating they should move to quieter environs. The auction hall was once again noisy with the excitement around the current
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