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PART ONE


The Convoy


‘… and there came a report that the French were away to murder a’ our whalers …’


The Man O’ War’s Man BILL TRUCK




May 1803


London


‘He has what?’


The First Lord of the Admiralty swung round from the window, suddenly attentive. He fixed a baleful eye on the clerk holding the bundle of papers from which he was making his routine report.


‘Resigned, my Lord.’


‘Resigned? Resigned, God damn and blast him! What does he think the Service is that he may resign it at a whim? Eh?’


The clerk prudently remained silent as Earl St Vincent crossed the fathom of Indian carpet that lay between the window and his desk. He leaned forward, both hands upon the desk, his face approximating the colour of the Bath ribbon that crossed his breast in anticipation of a court levée later in the morning. He looked up at Mr Templeton.


Considerably taller than the first lord, Templeton nevertheless felt his lack of stature before St Vincent. Although used to his lordship’s anger, his lordship’s power never failed to impress him. The earl continued, his deep frustration obvious to the clerk.


‘As if I have not enough with the war renewed and the dockyards but imperfectly overhauled, that I have to teach a damned kill-buck his duty. Good God, sir, the Service is not to be trifled with like a regiment. It has become altogether too fashionable.’


St Vincent spat the word with evident distaste. Since the Peace of Amiens he had laboured to clean the dockyards of corruption, to stock them with naval stores and to end the peculation and jobbery which beset the commissariat of his rival, Sir Andrew Snape Hammond, Comptroller of the Navy and head of the powerful Navy Board. He had found suppression of mutiny in the Cadiz squadron an easier task. He could not hang every grasping malefactor who stole His Majesty’s stores, nor break every profiteer in the business of supplying His Majesty’s Navy. Yet his affection for his ships and their well-being demanded it, and his honest opposition to the worldliness of the London politicians had made him many enemies.


Lord St Vincent hunched his shoulders and wiped his nose on a fine linen handkerchief. Templeton knew the gesture. The explosion of St Vincent’s accumulated frustration would be through the touch-hole of his office, since his opponents stopped his muzzle.


‘Be so kind, Templeton, as to add upon the skin of Sir James Palgrave’s file that he is not to be employed again during the present war …’


‘Yes my Lord.’ St Vincent turned back to the window and his contemplation of the waving tree-tops in St James’s Park. It was now his only eye upon the sky he had watched from a hundred quarterdecks. Templeton waited. St Vincent considered the folly of allowing a man a post-captaincy on account of his baronetcy. He recollected Palgrave; an indifferent lieutenant with an indolent fondness for fortified wines and a touchy sense of honour. It was perhaps a result of the inconsequence of his title. St Vincent, whose own honours had been earned by merit, disliked inherited rank when it eclipsed the abilities of better men. Properly the replacement of Palgrave should not concern the First Lord. But there was a matter of some importance attached to the appointment.


Templeton coughed. ‘And the Melusine, my Lord?’ St Vincent remained silent. ‘Bearing in mind the urgency of her orders and the intelligence …’


‘Why did he resign, Templeton?’ asked St Vincent suddenly.


‘I do not know, my Lord.’ It was not the business of the Secretary’s third clerk to trade in rumour, no matter how impeccable the source, nor how fascinating it sounded in the copy-room. But Sir James’s hurried departure was said to stem from an inconvenient wound acquired in an illegal duel with the master of one of the ships he had been ordered to convoy. Templeton covered his dissimulation: ‘And the Melusine, my Lord? It would seem she was in your gift.’


St Vincent looked up sharply. Only recent illness, a congestive outbreak of spring catarrh among the senior clerks, and including his Lordship’s secretary Benjamin Tucker, had elevated Templeton to this daily tête-à-tête with the First Lord. Templeton flushed at his presumption.


‘I beg pardon, my Lord, I meant only to allude to the intelligence …’


‘Quite so, the intelligence had not escaped my recollection, Templeton,’ St Vincent said sharply, and added ironically, ‘whom had you in mind?’


‘No one, my Lord,’ blustered the clerk, now thoroughly alarmed that the omniscient old man might know of his connection with Francis Germaney, first lieutenant of the Melusine.


‘Then who is applying, sir? Surely we are not in want of commanders for the King’s ships?’


The barb drove home. ‘Indeed not, my Lord.’ The clerks’ office was inundated daily with letters of application for employment by half-pay captains, commanders and lieutenants. All were neatly returned from the secretary’s inner sanctum where the process of advancement or rejection ground its pitiless and partial way.


‘Bring me the names of the most persistent applicants within the last month, sir, and jump to it.’


Templeton escaped with the alacrity of a chastened midshipman while St Vincent, all unseeing, stared at the rolling cumulus, white above the chimneys of Downing Street.


Since the renewal of the war two weeks earlier, officers on the half-pay of unemployment had been clamouring for appointments. The lieutenant’s waiting-room below him was filled with hopeful officers, a bear-pit of demands and disappointments from which the admiralty messengers would be making a fortune in small coin, God rot them. St Vincent sighed, aware that his very overhaul of the navy had caused a dangerous hiatus in the nation’s defences. Now the speed with which the fleet was recommissioning was being accomplished only by a reversion to the old vices of bribery, corruption and the blind eye of official condonement. St Vincent felt overwhelmed with chagrin while his worldly enemies, no longer concerned by the First Lord’s zealous honesty, smiled with cynical condescension. Templeton’s return broke the old man’s bitter reverie.


‘Well?’


‘Three, my Lord,’ said Templeton, short of breath from his haste. ‘There are three whose persistence has been most marked.’


‘Go on, sir, go on.’


‘White, my Lord, Captain Richard White …’


‘Too senior for a sloop, but he must have the next forty-four, pray do you note that …’


‘Very well, my Lord. Then there is Yelland. He did prodigious well at Copenhagen …’


St Vincent sniffed. Whatever Yelland had done at Copenhagen was not enough to overcome the First Lord’s prejudice. Templeton, aware that his own desire to please was bordering on the effusive, contrived to temporise: ‘Though of course he is only a commander …’


‘Just so, Templeton. Melusine is a twenty, a post-ship. Who is the third?’


‘Er … Drinkwater, my Lord. Oh, I beg your pardon he is also only a commander.’


‘No matter,’ St Vincent mused on the name, trying to recall a face. ‘Drinkwater?’


‘I shall have to return …’ began Templeton unhappily, but the First Lord cut him off.


‘Read me his file. We may appoint him temporarily without the necessity of making him post.’


Templeton’s nerve was near breaking point. In attempting to shuffle the files several papers came loose and floated down onto the rich carpet. He was beginning to regret his rapid promotion and thank his stars it was only temporary. He had forgotten all about his promises to his kinsman on the Melusine.


‘Er, Nathaniel Drinkwater, my Lord, commissioned lieutenant October 1797 after Camperdown. First of the brig Hellebore sent on special service to the Red Sea by order of Lord Nelson. Lieutenant-in-command of the bomb tender Virago during the Baltic Campaign, promoted Master and Commander for his services prior to and during the battle of Copenhagen on the recommendation of both Parker and Nelson. Lately wounded in Lord Nelson’s bombardment of Boulogne the same year and invalided of his wound until his present persistent application, my Lord.’


St Vincent nodded. ‘I have him now. I recollect him boarding Victory in ’98 off Cadiz before Nelson incurred their lordships’ displeasure for sending that brig round Africa. Did he not bring back the Antigone?’


Templeton flicked the pages. ‘Yes, my Lord. The Antigone, French National Frigate was purchased into the Service.’


‘H’m.’ St Vincent considered the matter. He remembered Mr Drinkwater was no youngster as a lieutenant in 1798. Yet St Vincent had remarked him then and had a vague recollection of a firm mouth and a pair of steady grey eyes that spoke of a quiet ability. And he had impressed both Parker and Nelson, no mean feat given the differences between the two men, whilst his record and his persistent applications marked him as an energetic officer. Maturity and energy were just the combination wanted for the Melusine if the intelligence reports were accurate. St Vincent began to cheer up. Palgrave had not been his choice, for he had commanded Melusine throughout the Peace, a fact that said more about Palgrave’s influence than his ability.


‘There’s one other thing, my Lord,’ offered Templeton, eager to re-establish his own reputation in his lordship’s eyes.


‘What is it?’


‘Drinkwater, sir,’ said the clerk, plucking the fact from the file like a low trump from a bad hand, ‘has been employed on secret service before: the cutter Kestrel, my Lord, employed by Lord Dungarth’s department.’


A gleam of triumph showed in St Vincent’s eye. ‘That clinches it, Templeton. Have a letter of appointment drawn up for my signature before eight bells … noon, Templeton, noon, and instructions for Captain Drinkwater to attend here with all despatch.’ He paused reflecting. ‘Desire him to wait upon me on Friday.’


‘Yes, my Lord.’ Templeton bent to retrieve the papers scattered about the floor. St Vincent returned to his window.


‘Does one smoke a viper from his nest, Templeton?’ The clerk looked up.


‘Beg pardon, my Lord, but I do not know.’


‘No matter, but let us see what Captain Drinkwater can manage, eh?’


‘Yes, my Lord.’ Templeton looked up from the carpet, aware that his lordship was no longer angry with him. He wondered if the unknown Captain Drinkwater knew that the First Lord’s receiving hours were somewhat eccentric and doubted it. He reflected that there were conditions to the patronage of so punctilious a First Lord as John Jervis, Earl St Vincent.


‘Be so kind as to have my carriage sent round, Templeton.’


The clerk rose, his bundle of papers clasped against his chest. ‘At once, my Lord.’ He was already formulating the letter to his kinsman aboard the Melusine:


My Dear Germaney,


In my diurnal consultations with his excellency The First Lord, I have arranged for your new commander to be Captain Nathaniel Drinkwater. He is not to be made post, but appointed as Job Captain so there is hope yet for your own advancement …












	
Chapter One


	May 1803







The Job Captain


‘Non, m’sieur, non … Pardon,’ Monsieur Bescond smote his forehead with the palm of his right hand and switched to heavily accented English. ‘The shoulder, Capitaine, it must be ’igher. More … ‘ow you say? Elevated.’


Drinkwater gritted his teeth. The pain in his shoulder was still maddening but it was an ache now, a manageable sensation after the agony of splintered bone and torn muscle. And he could not blame Bescond. He had voluntarily submitted himself to this rigorous daily exercise to stretch the butchered fibres of his shoulder whose scars now ran down into the right upper arm and joined the remains of an old wound given him by the French agent Santhonax. That had been in a dark alley in Sheerness the year of the Great Mutiny and he had endured the dull pain in wet or cold weather these past six years.


Monsieur Bescond, the emigre attorney turned fencing master, recalled him to his purpose. Drinkwater came on guard again and felt his sword arm trembling with the effort. The point of his foil seemed to waver violently and as Bescond stepped back he lunged suddenly lest his opponent notice the appalling quivering.


Mr Quilhampton’s attention was elsewhere. The foible of Drinkwater’s foil bent satisfyingly against the padding of Quilhampton’s plastron.


‘Bravo, M’sieur, tres bien … that was classical in its simplicity. And for you, M’sieur,’ he said addressing Quilhampton and avoiding the necessity of using his name, ‘you must never let your attention wander.’


Pleased with his unlooked for success Drinkwater terminated the lesson by removing his mask before Quilhampton could avenge himself.


‘Were you distracted, James?’ Whipping off his own mask Quilhampton nodded in the direction of the door. Drinkwater turned.


‘Yes, Tregembo, what is it?’


Drinkwater peeled off his plastron and gauntlet. His shirt stuck to his lean body, still emaciated after his wounding. A few loose locks of hair had escaped the queue and were plasted down the side of his head.


‘I brought it as soon as I saw the seal, zur,’ rumbled the old Cornishman as he handed the packet to Drinkwater. Quilhampton caught sight of the red wafer of the Admiralty with its fouled anchor device as Drinkwater tore it open.


Waiting with quickening pulse Quilhampton regarded his old commander with mounting impatience. He saw the colour drain from Drinkwater’s face so that the thin scar on the left cheek and the blue powder burns above the eye seemed abruptly conspicuous.


‘What is it, m’sieur? Not bad news?’ Bescond too watched anxiously. He had come to admire the thin sea-officer with the drooping shoulder and his even skinnier companion with the wooden left hand. To Bescond they personified the dogged resistance of his adopted country to the monsters beyond the Channel who had massacred his parents and driven a pitchfork into the belly of his pregnant wife.


‘Mr Q,’ said Drinkwater with sudden formality, ignoring the Frenchman.


‘Sir?’ answered Quilhampton, aware that the contents of the packet had transformed the salle d’armes into a quarterdeck.


‘It seems we have a ship at last! M. Bescond, my best attentions to you, I give you good day. Tregembo, my coat! God’s bones, Mr Q, I have been made a “Job Captain”, appointed to a sloop of war!’


An elated James Quilhampton accompanied Drinkwater to his house in Petersfield High Street. Since his widowed mother had obtained him a midshipman’s berth on the brig Hellebore, thanks to the good offices of Lieutenant Drinkwater, Quilhampton had considered himself personally bound to his senior. Slight though Drinkwater’s influence was, Quilhampton recognised the fact that he had no other patron. He therefore accorded Drinkwater an absolute loyalty that was the product of his generous nature. His own mother’s close ties with Elizabeth Drinkwater had made him an intimate of the house in the High Street and it had been Quilhampton who, with Mr Lettsom, late surgeon of the bomb vessel Virago, had brought Drinkwater home after his terrible wounding off Boulogne.


To Quilhampton the Drinkwater household represented ‘home’ more than the mean lodgings his mother maintained. Louise Quilhampton, a pretty, talkative widow assisted Elizabeth Drinkwater in a school run for the poor children of the town and surrounding villages. Her superficial qualities were a foil to Mistress Drinkwater’s and she was more often to be found in the house of her friend where her frivolous chatter amused five-year-old Charlotte Amelia and the tiny and newest arrival in the Drinkwater ménage, Richard Madoc.


James Quilhampton was as much part of the family as his mother had become. He had restrained Charlotte Amelia from interfering while her father sat for his portrait to the French prisoner of war, Gaston Bruilhac. And he had rescued her from a beating by Susan Tregembo, the cook, who had caught the child climbing over a fire to touch the cleverly applied worms of yellow and brown paint with which Bruilhac had painted the epaulette to mark Drinkwater’s promotion to Master and Commander. That had been in the fall of the year one, when Drinkwater had returned from the Baltic and before he rejoined Lord Nelson for the fateful attack on Boulogne.


Quilhampton smiled at the recollection now as he looked at Bruilhac’s creditable portrait and waited for Drinkwater to return from informing Elizabeth of their imminent departure.


That single epaulette which had so fascinated little Charlotte Amelia ought properly to have been transferred to Drinkwater’s right shoulder, Quilhampton thought. Apart from concealing the drooping shoulder it was scandalous that Drinkwater had not been made post-captain for his part in extricating the boats after Nelson’s daring night attack had failed. Their Lordships did not like failure and Quilhampton considered his patron had suffered because there were those in high places who were not sorry to see another of Nelson’s enterprises fail.


Quilhampton shook his head, angry that even now their Lordships had stopped short of giving Drinkwater the post-rank he deserved. Allowed the title ‘captain’ only by courtesy, Commander Drinkwater had been made a ‘Job Captain’, given an acting appointment while the real commander of His Britannic Majesty’s Sloop Melusine was absent. It was damned unfair, particularly after the wounding Drinkwater had suffered off Boulogne.


The young master’s mate had spent hours reading to the feverish Drinkwater as he lay an invalid. And then, ironically, peace had replaced war by an uneasy truce that few thought would last but which made those who had suffered loss acutely conscious of their sacrifices. The inactivity eroded the difference in rank between the two men and replaced it with friendship. Strangers who encountered Drinkwater convalescing with energetic ascents of Butser Hill in Quilhampton’s company, were apt to think them brothers. From the summit of the hill they watched the distant Channel for hours, Drinkwater constantly requesting reports on any sails sighted by Quilhampton through the telescope. And boy-like they dodged the moralising rector on his lugubrious visits.


Gaston Bruilhac had been repatriated after executing delightful portraits of Drinkwater’s two children and, Quilhampton recalled, he himself had been instrumental in persuading Elizabeth to sit for hers. He turned to look at the painting. The soft brown eyes and wide mouth stared back at him. It was a good likeness, he thought. The parlour door opened and Elizabeth entered the room. She wore a high-waisted grey dress and it was clear from her breathing and her colour that the news of their departure had caught her unawares.


‘So, James,’ she said, ‘you are party of this conspiracy that ditches us the moment war breaks out again.’ She caught her bottom lip between her teeth and Quilhampton mumbled ineffectual protests. He looked from Elizabeth to Drinkwater who came in behind her. His face was immobile.


‘Oh, I know very well how your minds work … You are like children …’ Her voice softened. ‘You are worse than children.’ She turned to her husband. ‘You had better find something with which to drink to your new command.’ She smiled sadly as Drinkwater stepped suddenly forward and raised her hand to his lips. She seated herself and he went in search of a bottle, waving Quilhampton to a chair.


‘Look after him for me James,’ she said quietly. ‘His wound will trouble him for many months yet, you know how tetchy he becomes when the wind is in the south-west and the weather thickens up.’


Quilhampton nodded, moved by Elizabeth’s appeal.


‘This is the last of Dick White’s malmsey.’ Drinkwater re-entered the room blowing the dust off a bottle. He was followed by the dark-haired figure of his daughter who swept into the room in a state of high excitement.


‘Mama, mama! Dickon has fallen into the Tilbrook!’


‘What did you say?’ Elizabeth rose and Drinkwater paused in the act of drawing the cork.


‘Oh, it’s all right,’ Charlotte said, ‘Susan has him quite safe. He’s all wet, though …’


‘Thank God for that. How did it happen?’


‘Oh, he was a damned lubber, Mama …’


‘Charlotte!’ Elizabeth suppressed a smile that rose unchecked on the features of the two men. ‘That is no way for a young lady to speak!’


Charlotte pouted until she caught the eye of her father.


‘Perhaps,’ said Elizabeth, seeing the way the wind blew, ‘perhaps it would be better if you two went to sea again.’ And then she began to explain to Charlotte Amelia that old King George had written a letter to Papa from Windsor and that Papa was to go away again and fight the King’s enemies. And James Quilhampton sipped his celebratory malmsey guiltily, aware of the reproach in Elizabeth’s gentle constancy.


Captain Drinkwater eased his shoulders slightly and settled the heavy broadcloth coat more comfortably. The enlarged shoulder pad which he had had the tailor insert to support the strained and wasted muscles of his neck did not entirely disguise the misalignment of his shoulders nor the cock of his head. The heavy epaulette only emphasised his disfigurement but he nodded his satisfaction at the reflection in the mirror and pulled his watch from his waistcoat pocket. It wanted fifteen minutes before six in the morning. Earl St Vincent, First Lord of the Admiralty, had already been at his desk for forty-five minutes. Drinkwater swallowed the last of his coffee hitched his sword and threw his cloak round his shoulders. Picking up his hat from its box, he blew out the candle and lifted the door latch.


Three minutes later he turned west into the Strand and walked quickly through the filth towards Whitehall. He dismissed any last minute additions he should have made to the shopping list he had left with Tregembo and composed his mind for his coming interview with the First Lord. He paused only to have his shoes blacked by a skinny youth who polished them with an old wig.


As the clock at the Horse Guards, the most accurate timepiece in London, struck the hour of six he turned in through the screen wall that separated the Admiralty from the periodical rioting seamen who besieged it for want of pay. He touched two fingers to his hat brim at the sentry’s salute.


Beyond the glass doors he stopped and coughed. The Admiralty messenger woke abruptly from his doze and almost fell as he rose to his feet, extricating them with difficulty from the warming drawer set in the base of his chair. This he contrived to do without too much loss of dignity before leaving the hall to announce Commander Nathaniel Drinkwater.


Earl St Vincent rose as Drinkwater was ushered into the big office. He wore an old undress uniform with the stars of his orders embroidered upon his breast.


‘Captain Drinkwater, pray take a seat.’ He used the courtesy title and motioned Drinkwater to an upright chair and re-seated himself. Somewhat nervously Drinkwater sat, vaguely aware of two or three portraits that stared down at him and a magnificent sea-battle that he took for a representation of the action of St Valentine’s Day off Cape St Vincent.


‘May I congratulate you, Captain, upon your appointment.’


‘Thank you, my Lord. It was unexpected.’


‘But not undeserved.’


‘Your Lordship is most kind.’ Drinkwater bowed awkwardly from the waist and submitted himself to the First Lord’s scrutiny. St Vincent congratulated his instinct. Commander Drinkwater would be about forty years of age, he judged. The grey eyes he remembered from their brief encounter in ’98, together with the high forehead and the mop of hair that gave him a still youthful appearance despite the streaks of grey at his temples. The mouth was a little compressed, hiding the fullness of the lips and deep furrows ran down from his nose to bracket its corners. Drinkwater’s complexion was a trifle pale beneath its weathering but it bore the mark of combat, a thin scar down the left cheek from a sword point, St Vincent thought, together with some tiny powder burns dotted over one eye like random inkspots.


‘You have quite recovered from your wound, Captain?’


‘Quite, my Lord.’


‘What were the circumstances of your acquiring it?’


‘I commanded the bomb tender Virago, my Lord, in Lord Nelson’s attack on the Invasion Flotilla in December of year one. I had gone forward in a boat to reconnoitre the position when a shell burst above the boat. Several men were regrettably lost. I was more fortunate.’ Drinkwater thought of Mr Matchett dying in his arms while the pain from his own wound seeped with a curiously attenuated shock throughout his system.


St Vincent looked up from the papers on his desk. The report of Commander Drinkwater’s boat expedition into Boulogne was rather different, but no matter, St Vincent liked his modesty. A hundred officers would have boasted of the night’s exploit and measured the risk according to the number of corpses in their boats. Palgrave would have done that, St Vincent was certain, and the thought pleased the old man in the rightness of his choice.


‘Lord Dungarth speaks well of you, Captain.’


‘Thank you, my Lord.’ Drinkwater was beginning to feel uneasy, undermined by the compliments and aware that an officer with St Vincent’s reputation was tardy of praise.


‘You are perhaps thinking it unusual for a newly appointed sloop-captain to be interviewed by the First Lord, eh?’


Drinkwater nodded. ‘Indeed, my Lord.’


‘The Melusine is a fine sloop, taken from the French off the Penmarcks in ninety-nine and remarkably fast. What the French call a “corvette”, though I don’t approve of our using the word. Not an ideal ship for her present task …’


‘No, my Lord?’


‘No, Captain, your old command might have been better suited. Bomb vessels have proved remarkably useful in Arctic waters …’


Drinkwater opened his mouth and thought better of it. Before he could reflect further upon this revelation St Vincent had passed on.


‘But it is not intended that you should linger long in northern latitudes. Since the King’s speech in March it has been clear that the Peace would not last and we have been requested by the northern whale-fishery to afford some protection to their ships. During the last war it was customary to keep a cruiser off the North Cape and another off the Faeroes during the summer months while we still traded with Russia. Now that Tsar Alexander has reopened trade this will have to be reinstated. The whale-fishery, however, is sensitive. A small cruiser, the Melusine to be exact, was long designated to the task, principally because she was in commission throughout the peace.


‘Now that war has broken out again her protection is the more necessary and the Hull ships are assembled in the Humber awaiting your convoy. That is where the Melusine presently lies. Her captain has recently become, er, indisposed, and you have been appointed in his stead …’


Drinkwater nodded, listening to the First Lord and eagerly wishing that he had known his destination was the Arctic before he despatched Tregembo and Quilhampton on their shopping expeditions. But there was also a feeling that this was not the only reason that he was waiting on the First Lord.


‘During the peace,’ St Vincent resumed, ‘the French have despatched a vast number of privateers from their ports. These letters-of-marque have been reported from all quarters, most significantly on the routes of the Indiamen and already cruisers are ordered after them. That is of no matter to us this morning …’ St Vincent rose and turned to the window. Drinkwater regarded the small, hunched back of the earl and tried to catch what he was saying as he addressed his remarks to the window and the distant tree-tops of the park.


‘We believe some of these private ships have left for the Greenland Sea.’ St Vincent spun round, a movement that lent his words a peculiar significance. ‘Destruction of the northern fishery would mean destitution to thousands, not to mention the removal of prime seamen for His Majesty’s ships …’ He looked significantly at Drinkwater. ‘You understand, Captain?’


‘Aye, my Lord, I think so.’


St Vincent continued in a more conversational tone. ‘The French are masters of the war upon trade, whether it be Indiamen or whalers, Captain. This is no sinecure and I charge you to remember that, in addition to protecting the northern whale-fleet you should destroy any attempt the French make to establish their own fishery. Do you understand?’


‘Yes, my Lord.’


‘Good. Now your written instructions are ready for you in the copyroom. You must join Melusine in the Humber without delay but Lord Dungarth asked that you would break your fast with him in his office before you left. Good day to you, Captain Drinkwater.’


Already St Vincent was bent over the papers on his desk. Drinkwater rose, made a half-bow and went in search of Lord Dungarth.


‘Nathaniel! My very warmest congratulations upon being given Melusine. Properly she is a post-ship but St Vincent won’t let that stop him.’


Lord Dungarth held out his hand, his hazel eyes twinkling cordially. He motioned Drinkwater to a chair and turned to a side table, pouring coffee and lifting the lid off a serving dish. ‘Collops or kidneys, my dear fellow?’


They broke their respective fasts in the companionable silence of gunroom tradition. Age was beginning to tell on the earl, but there was still a fire about the eyes that reminded Drinkwater of the naval officer he had once been; ebullient, energetic and possessed of that cool confidence of his class that so frequently degenerated into ignorant indolence. Lord Dungarth wiped his mouth with a napkin and eased his chair back, sipping his coffee and regarding his visitor over the rim of the porcelain cup.


When Drinkwater had finished his kidneys and a servant had been called to remove the remains of the meal, Dungarth offered Drinkwater a cheroot which he declined.


‘Finest Deli leaf, Nathaniel, not to be found in London until this war is over.’


‘I thank you, my Lord, but I have not taken tobacco above a dozen times in my life.’ He paused. Dungarth did not seem eager to speak as he puffed earnestly on the long cigar. ‘May I enquire whether you have any news of, er, a certain party in whom we have …’


‘A mutual interest, eh?’ mumbled Dungarth through the smoke. ‘Yes. He is well and has undertaken a number of tasks for Vorontzoff who is much impressed by his horsemanship and writes that he is invaluable in the matter of selecting English Arabs.’ Drinkwater nodded, relieved. His brother Edward, in whose escape from the noose Drinkwater had taken an active part, had a habit of falling upon his feet. ‘I do not think you need concern yourself about him further.’


‘No.’ In the service of a powerful Russian nobleman Edward would doubtless do very well. He could never return to his native country, but he might repay some of his debt by acting as a courier, as was implied by Dungarth. Vorontzoff, a former ambassador to the Court of St James, was an anglophile and source of information to the British government.


‘I am sorry you were not made post, Nathaniel. It should have happened years ago but,’ Dungarth shrugged, ‘things do not always take the turn we would wish.’ He lapsed into silence and Drinkwater was reminded of the macabre events that had turned this once liberal man into the implacable foe of the French Republic. Returning through France from Italy where his lovely young wife had died of a puerperal fever, the mob, learning that he was an aristocrat, had desecrated her coffin and spilled the corpse upon the roadway where it had been defiled. Dungarth sighed.


‘This will be a long war, Nathaniel, for France is filled with a restless energy and now that she has worked herself free of the fervour of Republican zeal we are faced with a nationalism unlikely to remain within the frontiers of France, “natural” or imposed.


‘Now we have the genius of Bonaparte rising like a star out of the turmoil, different from other French leaders in that he alone seems to possess the power to unite. To inspire devotion in an army of starving men and secure the compliance of those swine in Paris is genius, Nathaniel. Who but a fated man with the devil’s luck could have escaped our blockade of Egypt and returned from the humiliation of defeat to retake Italy and seize power in France, eh?’


Dungarth shook his head and stood up. He began pacing up and down, stabbing a finger at Drinkwater from time to time to make a point.


‘It is to the navy that we must look, Nathaniel, to wrest the advantage from France. We must blockade her ports again and nullify her fleets. God knows we can do little with the army, except perhaps a few conjoint operations, and they have been conspicuously unsuccessful in the past. But with the Navy we can prop up our wavering allies and persuade them to persist in their refusal to bow to Paris.’


‘You think it likely that Austria will ever reach an accommodation with a republic?’


‘There are reports, Nathaniel, that Bonaparte would make himself king and found a dynasty. God knows, but a man like that might stoop to divorce La Josephine and marry a Hohenzollern or a Romanov, even a Hapsburg if he can dictate a peace from a position of advantage. You know damned well he reached for India.’ Dungarth looked unhappily at Drinkwater who nodded.


‘Yes, my Lord, you are right.’


‘On land France will exhaust herself and it is our duty to outlast her.’


‘But she will need to be defeated on land in the end, my Lord, and if our own forces …’


Dungarth laughed. ‘The British Army? God, did you see what a shambles came out of Holland? No, the Horse Guards will achieve nothing. We must look to Russia, Nathaniel, Russia with her endless manpower supported by our subsidies and the character of Tsar Alexander to spur her on.’


‘You purport to re-establish liberty, my Lord, with the aid of Russia?’ Drinkwater was astonished. Enough was known of Holy Russia to mark it as a strange mixture of refinement and barbarism. Russian ships had served with the Royal Navy in the North Sea, their officers a mixture of culture and incompetence. Russian troops had served in the Dutch campaign and relations between the two armies had been strained, while Suvorov’s veterans had established a name in Northern Italy as synonymous with terror as anything conceived in Paris. Only two years earlier Alexander’s father, the sadistic Tsar Paul, had turned on his British ally and leagued himself with France in a megalomaniac desire to carve up Europe with Bonaparte. Although Alexander professed himself the friend of England and a Christian Prince, he was suspected of conniving at his own father’s assassination.


‘I am informed,’ Dungarth said with heavy emphasis and a nod that implied a personal connection, ‘that Tsar Alexander wishes to atone for certain sins and considers himself a most liberal prince.’ Dungarth’s tone was cynical.


‘So Vorontzoff’s man is of some use …?’


Dungarth nodded. ‘Together with a certain Countess Marie Narishkine … Still, this is not pertinent to your present purpose, Nathaniel. It is more in the line of, er, shall we say, family news, eh?’


Drinkwater grinned. Clearly Edward was more than a courier and Dungarth had made him an agent in his own right. He wondered how Edward liked his new life and, recalling the man aboard the Virago, decided he would manage.


‘Doubtless St Vincent mentioned that the late and unlamented Peace afforded the French every opportunity to get ships away to cruise against our trade. This is the most dangerous weapon the French can bring against our sea-power. Look at the success enjoyed by privateers in the American War. Yankees, French and Irish snapped up prizes on our own doorstep, reduced our ports to poverty, raised insurance rates to the sky and induced the merchant classes to whine until the government rocked to their belly-aching. There won’t be a captain in command of an escort like yours that don’t bear a burden as heavy as that of a seventy-four on blockade duty. Mark me, Nathaniel, mark me. Loss of trade is loss of confidence in the Royal Navy and, bearing in mind the effort we must sustain for the foreseeable future, that augurs very ill.


‘Now, to be specific, there are some whispers lately come from sources in Brittany that a number of ships, well armed and equipped, sailed north a year ago. They have not returned, neither has any news of them. Their most obvious destination is Canada where they may make mischief for us. But no news has come from the Loyalists in New Brunswick who keep a sharp eye on our interests. Neither have they been seen in American waters …’


‘Ireland?’


‘Perhaps, but again, nothing. The Norwegian coast provides ample shelter for privateers and was used by the Danes before Copenhagen but I am inclined to think they lie in wait for our whalers. Two disappeared last summer and although the loss of these ships is not remarkable, indeed they may simply have wintered in the ice, there is a story of some sighting of vessels thought not to be whalers by the Hull fleet last season.’


‘You mean to imply that two whalers might have been taken by French privateers during the peace?’


‘I do not know, Nathaniel. I only tell you this because these ships have not been heard of since they left France bound to the northward. It is a possibility that they have wintered in a remote spot like Spitzbergen and are waiting to strike against the whale-fishery on the resumption of hostilities. It is not improbable. French enterprise has sent letters-of-marque-and-reprisal to cruise in most of the areas frequented by British merchantmen. Opportunism may sometimes have the appearance of conspiracy and most of us knew the peace would not last.’


‘Do you know the force of these vessels?’


‘No, I regret I do not.’


Drinkwater digested the news as Dungarth sat down again. ‘There is one other thing you should know.’ Dungarth broke into his thoughts.


‘My Lord?’


‘Captain Palgrave did not leave his command willingly.’


‘I heard he was indisposed.’


‘He was shot in a duel. A very foolish affair which I heard of due to the loose tongue of one of the clerks here who is related to your first lieutenant. It seems that Palgrave had some sort of altercation with one of the captains of the whalers. Nothing will be done about it, of course; Palgrave cannot afford scandal so he has resigned his command and he has enough clout to ensure the facts do not reach the ears of the Court. But it is exceedingly unusual that a merchant master should incapacitate the captain of the man-of-war assigned to give him the convoy he has been bleating for.’


‘Perhaps some affair locally, my Lord, an insult, a woman …’


‘I grow damnably suspicious in my old age, Nathaniel,’ Dungarth smiled, ‘but since you speak of women, how is Elizabeth and that charming daughter of yours. And I hear you have an heir too …’
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	May 1803








The Corvette



Drinkwater leaned from the window of the mail-coach as the fresh horses were whipped up to draw them out of Barnet. Dusk was already settling on the countryside and he could make out little of the landmarks of his youth beyond the square tower of Monken Hadley church whose Rector had long ago recommended him to Captain Hope of the Cyclops.


From above his head a voice called, ‘Why she flies like a frigate going large, sir.’ Looking up he saw Mr Quilhampton’s face excited by their speed, some eight or nine miles to the hour.


Drinkwater smiled at the young man’s pleasure and drew back into the coach. Since his breakfast with Lord Dungarth it had been a busy day of letter writing and last minute purchases. There had been a brace of pistols to buy and he had invested in a chronometer and a sextant, one of Hadley’s newest, which now nestled beneath his feet. They had seen the bulk of their luggage to the Black Swan at Holborn and left it in the charge of Tregembo to bring on by the slower York Stage.


He and Quilhampton had arrived at Lombard Street just in time to catch the Edinburgh Mail, tickets for which Quilhampton had purchased earlier in the day. He smiled again as he remembered the enthusiasm of Mr Quilhampton at the sight of the shining maroon and black Mails clattering in and out of the Post Office Yard, some dusty from travel, others new greased and washed, direct from Vidler’s Millbank yard and ready to embark on their nocturnal journeys. The slam of the mail boxes, shouts of their coachmen and the clatter of hooves on the cobbles as their scarlet wheels spun into motion was one of affecting excitement, Drinkwater thought indulgently as he settled back into the cushions, and vastly superior to the old stage-coaches.


The lady opposite returned his smile, removing her poke bonnet to do so and Drinkwater suffered sudden embarrassment as he realised that not only had he been grinning like a fool but his knees had been in intimate contact with those of the woman for some minutes.


‘You are going to join your ship, Captain?’ Her Edinburgh accent was unmistakable as was the coquettish expression on her face.


‘Indeed, ma’am, I am.’ He coughed and readjusted his position. The woman was about sixty and surely could not suppose …


‘Catriona, my niece here,’ the lady’s glove patted the knee of a girl in grey and white sitting in the centre of the coach, ‘has been visiting with me in London, Captain, at a charming villa in Lambeth. Do you live in London, Captain?’


Drinkwater looked at the girl, but the shadow of her bonnet fell across her face and the lights would not be lit until the next stop. As she boarded the coach he remembered her as tall and slim. He inclined his head civilly in her direction.


‘No, ma’am, I live elsewhere.’


‘May one ask where, sir?’ Drinkwater sighed. It was clear the widow was determined to extract every detail and he disliked such personal revelations. He answered evasively. ‘Hampshire, ma’am.’


‘Ah, Hampshire, such a fashionable county.’


As Mistress MacEwan rattled on he smiled and nodded, taking stock of the other passengers. To his left an uncomfortably large man in a snuff-coloured coat was dozing, or perhaps feigning to doze and thus avoid the widow’s quizzing; while to his right a soberly dressed divine struggled to read a slim volume of sermons in the fast fading light. Drinkwater suspected he, like the corpulent squire, affected his occupation to avoid the necessity of conversation.


There was, however, no doubt about the condition of the sixth occupant of the swaying coach. He was sunk in a drunken stupor, snoring gracelessly and sliding further down in his seat.


‘… And at the reception given by Lady Rochford, Catriona was fortunate enough to be presented to …’


The widow MacEwan’s prattle was beginning to irritate him. The overwhelming power of her nonsense was apt to give the impression that all women were as ridiculously superficial. His thoughts turned to Elizabeth and their children and the brief note he had written to her explaining the swift necessity of his departure. Elizabeth would understand, but that did not help the welling sadness that filled his heart and he cursed the weakness acquired from a long convalescence at home.


‘… And then the doctor advised the poor woman to apply poultices of green hemlock leaves to her breast and to consume as many millipedes as her stomach could take in a day and the tumour was much reduced and the lady restored to health. Is that not a remarkable story, Captain? You are a married man, sir?’


Drinkwater nodded wearily, aware that the clergyman next to him had let his book fall in his lap and his head droop forward.


‘Of course, sir, I knew you were, you have the unmistakable stamp of a married man and a gallant officer. My husband always said …’


Drinkwater did not attend to the late Mr MacEwan’s homespun wisdom. He had a sudden image of Richard standing naked after his fall in the Tilbrook while Susan Tregembo rubbed him dry.


‘… But I assure you, Captain, it was not something to smile about. She died of smallpox within a month, leaving the child an orphan …’ Catriona’s knee was patted a second time.


‘My apologies, ma’am, I was not smiling.’


Drinkwater felt the coach slow down and a few minutes later it stopped to change horses at Hatfield. ‘Your indulgence ma’am, but forgive me.’ He rose and flung open the coach door, going in search of the house of office and, having returned, shouted up to Quilhampton.


‘Mr Q, we will exchange for a stage or two.’


‘Aye, aye, sir.’ Quilhampton descended. The new horses were already being put to and the guard was consulting his stage-watch. ‘Half-a-minute, gentlemen.’


‘Your boat cloak, Mr Q.’ Drinkwater took the heavy cloak and whirled it round his shoulders. He reached inside the coach for his hat.


‘I beg your forgiveness ma’am, but I am a most unsociable companion. May I present Mr Quilhampton, an officer of proven courage now serving with me. Mr Q, Mrs MacEwan.’ He ignored Quilhampton’s open jaw and shoved him forward. ‘Have a care for the instruments.’


‘Oh!’ he heard Mrs MacEwan say, ‘Honoured I’m sure, but Captain, the night air will affect you to no good purpose, sir and may bring on a distemper.’ The speech ended in a little squeal of horror and Drinkwater grinned as he hoisted himself up. Mrs MacEwan had discovered Mr Quilhampton’s wooden hand.


‘All aboard!’ called the guard mounting the box and raising his horn. He jammed his tricorne down on his head as the coach leapt forward. The blast of the horn covered his laughter. They had been less than the permitted five minutes in changing their horses.


Above the racing coach the sky was bright with stars. A slim, crescent moon was rising. The mail was passing through the market-garden country north of Biggleswade and the horses were stretching out. He did not encourage his fellow outsiders to converse, indeed their deference to his rank made it clear that Mr Quilhampton had been telling tall stories. He was left alone with his thoughts and dismissed those of Elizabeth and the children to concentrate upon the future. He was pleased to be appointed to the Melusine even as a ‘Job Captain’, a stand-in. It was a stroke of good fortune, for she would be manned by volunteers having been in service throughout the peace. All her men would be thoroughgoing seamen. The officers, however, were likely to be different, probably place-seekers and time-servers. Influence and patronage had triumphed once again, even in the short period of the Peace of Amiens. Worthy officers of humble origins had been denied appointments. Melusine was unlikely to have avoided this blight. He knew nothing about Palgrave beyond the fact that he was a baronet and had been compelled to resign his command after being seriously wounded in a duel. In the sober judgement of Nathaniel Drinkwater those two facts spoke volumes.


He shivered and then cursed the widow MacEwan for her sagacity. The night air and the cold had found the knotted muscles in his shoulder. Holding fast with one hand he searched for the flask of brandy in his tail-pocket with the other. The coach swayed as the guard rose to pierce the night with his post-horn. As he swigged the fiery liquid Drinkwater was aware of a toll-keeper wrapped in a blanket as he threw wide his toll-gate to allow the mail through.


The glorious speed of the coach seemed to speak to him of all things British and he smiled at himself, amused that such considerations still had the power to move him. His grim experience off Boulogne and the brush with death that followed had shaken his faith in providence. The ache in his shoulder further reminded him that he was going to venture into Arctic waters where he would need all the fortitude he could muster. Command of the Melusine and her charges would be his first experience of truly independent responsibility and, in that mid-night hour, he began to feel the isolation of it.
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